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1. Introduction and aim of This Thesis
A man is standing on a hill and, bearing a sword in his hand, is staring at the gloomy horizon. 
A stranger is being shot down; in his pocket, others find a letter addressed to his little son. In a 
hotel room, another man is suffering a nervous breakdown; his breath has a sour smell, he 
drinks too much – he drinks because he cannot sleep at night. In his dreams, he sees burned 
bodies and dead, mutilated comrades. Not too far away, old people, children, women and men 
are  sitting  in  tunnels,  waiting  for  the  enemy  to  come.  In  another  village,  people  have 
difficulties to decide what to do with two prisoners. People are facing each other, shooting at 
each other, pleading for mercy. Sometimes they do not understand each other. In other cases,  
they (at least) try to. 
All the scenes described above refer to a specific historical event, the Second World War. 
Although some of these scenes might be based on actual, ‘real’ events, all the incidents that I 
have mentioned above are fiction, something that I have seen in films. Of course, I am too 
young  to  have  actually  witnessed  or  participated  in  World  War  II.  Consequently,  my 
knowledge of this specific time in history is based upon what I have read in books and seen 
on TV or in the cinema. Taking up this highly interesting point, this thesis aims at analysing 
cultural memory and the influence exercised over it by modern media. What is especially 
interesting in this case is that if we do not reflect upon what is shown carefully, the media has 
the power to influence people's views of history. As war films tend to take a certain political 
standpoint, I will consider them to be especially insightful material in order to examine the 
relationship between the media and memory. Needless to say, a comparison of war films from 
different cultural contexts and periods of time can show us how conflicts were treated by the 
media. The cultural spaces I will examine are America and China and their treatment of the 
Second World War in films made in the late 40s, mid-60s as well as in recent times. 
In the following chapter (Chapter II: “Theoretical Considerations”), the theoretical framework 
as  far  as  cultural  and  historical  memory  are  concerned  will  be  explained.  First,  a  short 
overview of some basic  and important approaches,  concepts and terms shall  be given.  In 
addition, I would like to briefly introduce some of the more recent concepts dealing with 
cultural memory in a broader sense as compared to earlier theories (for instance, the question 
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will  be raised if  European or even Global Memory exists). Following this brief historical 
outline,  I  will  give  an  introduction  to  how  memory  and  the  media,  especially  film  and 
photography, are interlinked and impact on each other. Pictorial icons and the construction of 
historical myth will also be touched upon. These considerations will pave the way for the case 
study about photography, which should serve as a first example of how pictures were used for 
political purposes.  
The second section entitled “Methodological Outline” I want to give an outline of my chosen 
research method.  I  will  analyse  the specific  features  of  war  films,  discuss  the  distinction 
between so-called war films and anti-war films, and finally set up an analysis scheme which 
will be of use when having a closer look at the films chosen for analysis.
Rather than being a purely historical study,  this  thesis can also be seen in the context of 
cultural studies, as its main focus does not lie on historical events exclusively. In addition, I 
was particularly interested in how history is represented in war films - an interest which is 
certainly not  entirely new. However,  attempting to  come up with  some new insights  and 
contributions to the field, I will aim at answering the question of how in recent films and 
intercultural contexts, the genre of the war film breaks with old conventions and offers some 
interesting new features which might pave the way for a new generation of war films yet to 
come.  As we will  see,  the  most  important  feature  is  the  deconstruction  of  the  positively 
connotated concept of the ‘war hero’. 
I would now briefly like to justify my choice of films which take the Pacific War / the war in 
East Asia as a central theme. The Pacific War, with its multiple settings and actors, seemed 
very interesting in the respect of global history writing. World War II, if speaking for the 
Asian part of the world, started with the Sino-Japanese War in 1937,1 a time when the West 
still was not prepared or was not thinking of fighting a war soon. The US interventions in the 
Asian-Pacific region were a second important point. Needless to say, the knowledge which I 
have acquired due to my field of study allows me to make a comparison of two different 
events of the war in Asia, that is, the Sino-Japanese as well as the US-Japanese interventions. 
This thesis should also contribute to the ever more numerous intents to overcome the very 
national look at film-making and to consider films as a medium which cannot be seen as an 
1 For further  information,  see the chapter  of  Akira Iriye  on “Japanese agression and China's  international 
position“ (pp. 492-546) in the Cambridge History of China, Vol. 13, Part 2.
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isolated form of art. Films should rather be regarded as intermedial and intercultural products 
which are neither ahistorical nor apolitical, as I want to show.
Due to several reasons, I will  focus on American and Chinese productions only.  Also the 
material used mainly comes from Western and Chinese scholars. Due to the scope of a thesis 
like this and my limited knowledge of the Japanese language,  Japanese films and written 
sources will not be taken into account. In spite of scanning Japanese articles for any useful 
comments on the Chinese films in question, I got a rather poor result. This is why I did not 
include the Japanese sources to which I had access, as they would not have added any new 
findings to the sources I had already found in other languages. However, including Japanese 
films would certainly provide new and more global insights into the topic presented here. I  
will return to this point in the final conclusion of this thesis, where I will bring together all the 




2.  From  Memory  to  Myth,  or:  The  Relations  Between 
Memory, Culture and Media
We speak so much of memory because there is so little of it left.
(Pierre Nora)
2.1 Outline of Memory Theories and New Innovative Approaches
In the first part of this chapter, I would like to recapitulate and define some essential thoughts 
and concepts dealing with historical and cultural memory. Moreover, I would like to mention 
some recent opinions and research on the topic and discuss their relevance for this thesis. 
Needless to  say,  the concepts  of  ‘memory’,  ‘collective’ and ‘cultural’ memory as  well  as 
‘identity’ have been hot topics in the study of history for quite some time. Much has been 
written about collective memory and society since the first words were down and the first step 
was made – of course I am referring to the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1877-
1945), who was the first to write about collective memory in his works Les cadres sociaux de  
la mémoire (1952) and La mémoire collective (1950).2 
Since then, the concept has been developed and put into practice by many scholars – and not 
only scholars, as the popularity of the concept shows.3 Serious research, though, has been 
done by other pioneers, as the mega-project of Pierre Nora (1931) shows: the compilation of 
finding every kind of lieux de mémoire, as they were called, that would define France and the 
history of France. These symbols, places, texts and other things were written about in texts 
that would later make up the remarkable corpus of the collection.4 
Undoubtedly, two other important scientists who concerned themselves with the concept of 
‘memory’ are Jan and Aleida Assmann. Jan Assmann developed the concept of what he called 
2 For this text the German (1985) and English (1980) editions of the book were used. 
3 Molden,  Berthold:  “Mnemohegemonics.  Geschichtspolitik  und  Erinnerungskultur  im  Ringen  von 
Hegemonie.“ In Molden, Berhold / Mayer, David (eds.): Vielstimmige Vergangenheiten – Geschichtspolitik in  
Lateinamerika. Wien, LIT Verlag, 2009, p. 32.
4 A short introduction to this project, as well as to the key concepts can be found in Nora, Pierre: ”Between  
Memory and  History:  Les  Lieux  de  Mémoire“  in Representations,  No.  26,  Special  Issue:  Memory and 
Counter-Memory  (Spring,  1989),  University  of  California  Press,  pp.  7-24,  stable  URL: 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2928520 (August 31, 2010). 
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‘cultural memory’5, a theory in which the communicative aspect plays a crucial role. While 
Halbwachs’ probably most important realisation is that memory is lined by special frames 
which differ from person to person, but which can be the same for certain people,6 in Jan 
Assmann’s theory communication is an equally important aspect.7 
The term Erinnerungskultur springs from the discussion of memory and culture  and can be 
defined like this:
Bei der Erinnerungskultur […] handelt es sich um die Einhaltung einer sozialen 
Verpflichtung. Sie ist auf die Gruppe bezogen. Hier geht es um die Frage: „Was 
dürfen  wir  nicht  vergessen?“  Zu  jeder  Gruppe  gehört,  mehr  oder  weniger 
explizit, mehr oder weniger zentral, eine solche Frage. Dort, wo sie zentral ist 
und  Identität  und  Selbstverständnis  der  Gruppe  bestimmen,  dürfen  wir  von 
„Gedächtnisgemeinschaften“  (P.  Nora)  sprechen.  Erinnerung  hat  es  mit 
„Gedächtnis, das Gemeinschaft stiftet“, zu tun.8 
Here, Assmann already touches upon some important points. First of all, one of the principal 
questions regarding memory and culture is that there is always something that, in Assmann’s 
words, ”we must not forget“. Thus, remembering is constructing communities that share the 
same memories and define their identity through them.
Some questions now arising are, of course, who remembers, or who provides people with 
information on what to remember and what to forget. In our age of modern media, it is even 
more important to ask these questions, because information on past and present events can 
reach people nearly everywhere,9 but certainly there are topics which should not be talked 
about in public. Another question is: Who decides what we should or should not remember?
Molden treats this aspect very broadly in his text about politics of history and memory.10 He 
5 Assmann,  Jan:  Das  kulturelle  Gedächtnis.  Schrift,  Erinnerung  und  politische  Identität  in  frühen  
Hochkulturen. München, C.H. Beck, 62007.
6 Halbwachs (1952). 
7 Assmann (62007), pp. 36.
8 Ibid, p. 30.
9 The aspect of memory and modern media will be treated in greater detail in chapters in the following sections  
of this chapter. 
10 Molden / Mayer (2009). The article in itself is a very good introduction to the nomenclature in the study of 
memory and politics. These terms are not always easy to translate, as many of them come from German-
speaking scientists and often do not have the same meaning in German and English.
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states:
Es läge also die Vermutung nahe, dass es in den entsprechenden Analysen auch 
um die  politisch  philosophische  Bedeutung  dieser  Begriffsübertragung ginge; 
dass  untersucht würde,  in  welchem Verhältnis  jene,  die  bestimmte Ereignisse 
deuten, in  den Kanon einschreiben und damit  zu historischen Bezugspunkten 
machen,  zu  jenen  Anderen  stehen,  die  sodann  KonsumentInnen,  TrägerInnen 
und ReproduzentInnen dieser Geschichte werden; dass ferner die gegenseitige 
Beeinflussung  von  jeweils  kanonisierter  Kollektivgeschichte  und  den 
Gegenerzählungen unterschiedlicher sozialer Gruppen in den Mittelpunkt rückte 
–  kurzum:  dass  es  letztlich  um Fragen  der  Macht  in  der  Geschichtsdeutung 
ginge.11
As can be seen, not only does memory imply social factors, but it is also a highly politicised 
concept. The point made by Assmann about communication and memory is still vital. As he 
says, memory lives and stays alive because of communication:
Das Gedächtnis lebt und erhält sich in der Kommunikation; bricht diese ab, bzw. 
verschwinden  oder  ändern  sich  die  Bezugsrahmen  der  kommunizierten 
Wirklichkeit, ist Vergessen die Folge. Man erinnert nur, was man kommuniziert 
und  was  man  in  den  Bezugsrahmen  des  Kollektivgedächtnisses  lokalisieren 
kann.12
Furthermore, what will be relevant in our case is that, in Assmann’s opinion, cultural memory 
depends upon remembered history, not on facts:
Für  das  kulturelle  Gedächtnis  zählt  nicht  faktische,  sondern  nur  erinnerte 
Geschichte.  Man könnte auch sagen, daß im kulturellen Gedächtnis  faktische 
Geschichte in erinnerte und damit in Mythos transformiert wird.13
More than anything else, history, thus, is a construction. Of course, this characteristic makes 
history vulnerable to manipulation and other  methods of changing it  into the version one 
needs for one’s purposes. As stated by Molden in his article, one of the most important aims in 
11 Ibid, p. 32.
12 Assmann ( 62007), p. 37.
13 Ibid, p. 52.
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the analysis of collective memory is to reveal the connections between history and politics:
Entscheidend ist also zweierlei: die jeweils spezifischen AkteurInnen und  ihre 
Verhältnisse zueinander innerhalb eines erinnerungskulturellen Hegemoniefeldes 
zu  berücksichtigen;  und,  sobald  es  um  globale  und  transnationale 
Zusammenhänge  geht,  Transferströme  und  Verstrickungen  zwischen 
verschiedenen  Erinnerungskulturen  in  möglichst  alle Richtungen  zu 
berücksichtigen,  jedenfalls  nicht  nur  in  eine.  Dann  kann  es  gelingen,  den 
Zusammenhang  zwischen  Geschichte  und  Politik  vor  jenem  Hintergrund  zu 
beobachten,  um  den  es  einer  gesellschaftsrelevanten  Analyse  kollektiven 
Erinnerns gehen sollte: der Macht zur Gestaltung der Gegenwart mit dem Mittel 
der Vergangenheit.14
Thus, an analysis of memory and of the use of certain memories from the past to exercise 
power in the present require thorough research and time. In the best case, no subject that is 
part of the memory should be left out, and research should go in various directions and touch 
upon a variety of relevant themes. This has also been observed by Michael Rothberg in his 
work  Multidirectional  Memory (2009),  in  which  he  discusses  the  Holocaust  by  using 
refreshingly new ways of looking at it – namely by introducing postcolonial studies into the 
field of Holocaust studies.15 
To  summarise,  I  would  like  to  discuss  a  short  quotation  taken  from  Margarite  Duras’ 
Hiroshima Mon Amour  (1960), which, to my mind, succeeds in illustrating the problematic 
relationship between personal memory, media and history very well: 
LUI: Tu n'as rien vu à Hiroshima. Rien.
ELLE: J'ai  tout  vu.  Tout.  Ainsi l'hôspital,  je l'ai  vu. J'en suis sûre. L'hôspital 
existe à Hiroshima. Comment aurais-je pu éviter de le voir?
LUI: Tu n'as pas vu d'hôspital à Hiroshima. Tu n'as rien vu à Hiroshima. [...] Tu 
as tout inventé.
ELLE:  Rien. De même que dans l'amour cette illusion existe, cette illusion de 
pouvoir  ne  jamais  oublier,  de  même  j'ai  eu  l'illusion  devant  Hiroshima  que 
jamais je n'oublierai.16
14 Molden (2009), p. 51.
15 Rothberg,  Michael:  Multidirectional Memory.  Remembering the Holocaust  in the Age of  Decolonization. 
Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2009.
16 Duras, Marguerite: Hiroshima Mon Amour. Paris, Gallimard, 1960, p. 22ff.
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What  is  of  concern  here  is,  of  course,  whether  she  could  have  witnessed  everything,  or 
whether  everything she has  seen comes from somewhere else.  The excerpt  above indeed 
touches on some controversial issues. As we have already seen above, remembering things is 
not only embedded in social circumstances, but is also a very personal issue. What we see and 
remember and -  even more  important  in  this  case -  which political  and social  issues  we 
remember partly springs from the huge pictorial corpus surrounding us. With the passing of 
time  it  got  increasingly  easier  to  render  and  change  memory,  for  instance,  by  changing 
photographs,  films and other  media.  Due to  impressive technological  advances,  it  is  also 
possible to create memory out of nowhere. Consequently, we do not know if what the woman 
has seen and remembers was part of reality or part of history ”as it was“, to use Leopold von 
Ranke’s (1795-1886) words17, or if she remembers what she may have seen in other places 
and what has infiltrated her memory in some ways. Memory, as has already been pointed out, 
can be manipulated. As will be seen in the further sections, the media, thanks to which people 
have access to knowledge easily, can also be manipulated.
2.1.1 European and Global Memory
In recent studies, other interesting points have been made that can be the subject of further 
discussion.  As this  thesis  aims at  being a comparative,  intercultural  study,  the theories of 
European  memory  as  well  as  what  is  called  ‘Global  memory’ shall  be  introduced  and 
discussed briefly. In this context, it is particularly revealing to look at the findings of Aleida 
Assmann, Levy & Sznaider, and Molden.  
The assumption that some kind of European or even global, „cosmopolitan“, memory might 
exist was considered by Aleida Assmann (2007) and Levy & Sznaider (2002) respectively. In 
their article on the formation of cosmopolitan memory, Levy and Sznaider discussed whether 
a transnational form of memory could possibly exist and applied  their theory to the case of 
the  Holocaust  as  remembered  in  Israel,  Germany and  the  USA.18 While  stating  that  the 
17 Of course, the term ”history as it was“ can be the subject of another discussion of the concept of history. 
18 Levy,  Daniel  /  Sznaider,  Natan: ”Memory Unbound: The Holocaust  and the Formation of  Cosmopolitan 
Memory“ in European Journal of Social Theory (2002), 5, 87, Sage Publications, pp. 87-106, online version: 
http://est.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/5/1/87 (September 2, 2010). 
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Holocaust can be seen as a “newly European ‘cosmopolitan’ memory“19 which can thus be 
universalised,  they also acknowledge that memories of certain events sometimes differ, as 
different  groups  of  people  are  likely  to  have  different  memories  of  the  same  event.20 
Interestingly, as claimed by Levy and Sznaider, memories are spread by the  media world-
wide:
In the era of the nation-state the central institution was the press. The electronic 
media plays an analogous role in the era of globalization (Thompson, 1995). 
Immediate  speed and imagery of  the new global  communications facilitate  a 
shared  consciousness  and  cosmopolitan  memories  that  span  territorial  and 
linguistic borders […]. In global times, the media also becomes a mediator of 
moral affairs.21
In her  introduction,  Assmann,  focusing  on  a  European  memory  frame  rather  than  a 
cosmopolitan one, describes the efforts of several institutions to establish a reference memory 
for  Europe.22 Here,  again,  the  Holocaust  plays  a  crucial  role  and  is  used  to  reforce  the 
argument regarding a European memory:
The Holocaust has not become a single universally shared memory, but it has 
become the paradigm or template through which other genocides and historical 
traumas are very often perceived and presented. The Holocaust has thereby not 
replaced other traumatic memories around the globe but has provided a language 
for their articulation.23
Assmann proceeds by stating that
[m]emory was not necessarily distorted after the war but a selective memory was 
generalized  and  politically  instrumentalized.  Psychoanalysts  speak  of  'screen 
memories'  that  suppress other  memories and serve to  protect  a  positive self-
image. To put it another way, one remembers something in order to be better  
able to forget something else. When applied to the realm of national memory, 
19 Ibid, p. 101.
20 Ibid, p. 97.
21 Ibid, p. 91.
22 Assmann, Aleida: ”Europe: A Community of Memory?“ in GHI Bulletin, No. 40 (Spring 2007), Washington 
DC,  German  Historical  Institute,  online  version:  http://www.ghi-
dc.org/files/publications/bulletin/bu040/011.pdf  ,  p. 12. 
23 Ibid, p. 14.
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this means that one recalls one's suffering in order to avoid being reminded of 
one's own guilt.24 
In the following sections, the question of how far the suppression or construction of memories 
is acted out in modern media will be dealt with. Assmann’s as well as Levy & Sznaider’s 
highly interesting albeit indeed debatable arguments shall be addressed now. Molden, in his 
article “Mnemohegemonics...” (2009), discusses the transnational perspectives of memory.25 
Molden is clearly right when stating that the term “global memory“ is a problematic one – 
there is rather a „[...] Globalisierung bestimmter Gedächtnisrahmen und geschichtspolitischer 
Praktiken [...]“26 taking place. He proceeds to out that despite the frequent use of the term 
“Holocaust“ in various settings nowadays, the meaning assigned to it is not always the same, 
but may differ from culture to culture.27 As far as World War II, the main topic of this thesis, is 
concerned, it has to be pointed out that there cannot be any collective global memory. Many 
people were involved in this historical event and it is certainly no exaggeration to say that 
every country experienced it in a different way. How these views are made public through the 
media and how they either remain constant or are subject to change will be discussed in this 
thesis. 
What  is  even more  interesting  and important  in  this  context  is  Assmann’s  quote  already 
mentioned,  that  is,  her  discussion  of  the  psychoanalytical  term  “screen  memories“. 
Suppression and “willingly forgetting“, as it might be called, take place practically all the 
time. The role historiography and even art play in this case has, for instance, been analysed in 
great detail by Weigelin-Schwiedrzik in her article on the Great Famine (1959-1961) in the 
People’s Republic of China.28 It is crucial to consider art as a medium of reflection upon the 
past - a point which will also be proven in my case studies.
2.2 Media as Historical Sources and Memory-Guides
Having a closer look at the media and its relation to memory studies, it can be stated, along 
24 Ibid, pp. 15-16.
25 Molden (2009), p. 46. 
26 Ibid, p. 49.
27 Ibid, p. 48.
28 Weigelin-Schwiedrzik,  Susanne:  “Trauma  and  Memory:  The  case  of  the  Great  Famine  in  the  People's 
Republic of china (1959-1961)“ in Historiography East & West, (Vol. 1, No. 1, 2003), Leiden, pp. 39-67.
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with Assmann, that the media have a crucial impact on how we perceive the world around us, 
as they construct not only what we see, but also who we are:
Denn indem Medien zwischen Mensch und Welt vermitteln, bringen sie die Welt 
und  den  Menschen  zugleich  erst  eigentlich  hervor.  Medien  sind  deshalb 
produktive  Instrumente  der  Weltgestaltung  und  Welthervorbringung, 
Konstrukteure  der  Wirklichkeit  und  damit  auch  des  Menschen,  der  in  dieser 
Wirklichkeit lebt.29
Hence the media define what we are, and we define ourselves, our present as well as our past,  
partly by what we see, hear and read in all kinds of media.30 In this section, I would like to 
turn to a brief discussion of some key ideas which link the media with the concept of cultural 
memory as discussed above. Thus it will be seen why it is important to look at the media  
when it comes to the study of history and, above all, to the study of political means which 
influence the construction of a certain type of collective history, full of concepts of identity 
and images and opinions of a certain time. What will be said in the following is basically true 
for every kind of media. 
Erll says about media and memory in general: (hier wieder dasselbe wie oben: würde keinen 
so kurzen Satz als eigenen Paragraph haben, sondern eher schreiben: According to Erll, “[d]ie 
Konstitution und Zirkulation von Wissen und Versionen einer gemeinsamen Vergangenheit in 
sozialen und kulturellen Kontexten werden erst durch Medien ermöglicht [.]” She argues that 
“[...] durch mündliche Sprache, Buch, Fotografie und Internet […] Gedächtnis stets medial 
vermittelt bzw. [...] oftmals überhaupt erst medial konstruiert [wird].”31
As stated by Erll, all the knowledge about the past as well as all kinds of different versions of 
the past are transmitted with the help of the media. Moreover, memory is always constructed 
by the media. Erll also argues that what the media seem to encode, like different concepts of 
the past and the present, are values and rules as well as concepts of identity.32 
29 Assmann, Aleida:  Einführung in die Kulturwissenschaft. Grundbegriffe, Themen, Fragestellungen. Berlin, 
Erich Schmidt Verlag, 2006a, p. 55.
30 The use of types of media other than the ones discussed here in the study of history is discussed in the book  
edited by G. Paul (2006).
31 Erll,  Astrid:  „Medium  des  kollektiven  Gedächtnisses  –  ein  (erinnerungs-)kulturwissenschaftlicher 
Kompaktbegriff“  in  Erll,  Astrid  /  Nünning,  Ansgar  (eds):  Medien  des  kollektiven  Gedächtnisses.  
Konstruktivität – Historizität – Kulturspezifität. Berlin, de Gruyter, 2004, p. 4. 
32 Ibid, p. 5.
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Evidently,  how the media and their  users shape a cultural memory is dependent upon the 
cultural and historical context.  However, „[o]b und welche Vergangenheitsversionen, Werte 
oder  Identitätskonzepte  durch  ein  Gedächtnismedium  konstruiert  werden,  hängt  auch 
maßgeblich davon ab, wie es erinnerungskulturell situiert ist.“33
In her article about cultural memory and its dynamics (2009), Erll makes clear that the media 
always  “[...]  play an  active  role  in  shaping our  understanding  of  the  past,  in  'mediating' 
between us (as readers, viewers, listeners) and past experiences, and hence setting the agenda 
for future acts of remembrance within society.”34
Concerning the relationship between collective memory and media, Neumann has made the 
following interesting observation:
Kollektives  Erinnern  ist  an  Medien  gebunden.  Damit  kollektiv  relevante 
Wissensbestände  über  die  Zeit  hinweg  bewahrt  und  tradiert  werden  können, 
müssen  sie  in  externalisierte  Repräsentationsformate,  wie  etwa  in  Texte,  in 
Bilder, in Bauten oder Denkmäler überführt und so medial stabilisiert werden. 
Im  weitesten  Sinne  können  Medien  des  Gedächtnisses  als  Träger  von 
ausgelagerten  Gedächtnisinhalten  und  -formen  begriffen  werden,  die  die 
Voraussetzung für  die Zirkulation bestimmter,  sozial  relevanter  Informationen 
schaffen und so maßgeblich an der Konstruktion von Wirklichkeiten bzw. von 
Vergangenheiten  beteiligt  sind.  In  Medien  des  kollektiven  Gedächtnisses 
materialisieren  sich  in  sinnverdichteter  Form  einschneidende  Aspekte  der 
Kollektivvergangenheit, die künftig erinnert werden sollen.35 
As a result, the media play a crucial role in the act of archiving and documenting past events. 
They help  to  circulate  information  which is  relevant  for  the construction of  the  past  and 
realities  that  are  later  perceived by people.  Additionally,  they also  play an  active  role  in 
interpreting the past, as they create social and cultural contexts for what they show.36 Other 
33 Ibid, p. 19.
34 Erll, Astrid / Rigney, Ann: “Introduction: Cultural Memory and its Dynamics“ in Erll, Astrid / Rigney, Ann  
(eds): Mediation, Remediation, and the Dynamics of Cultural Memory. Berlin, de Gruyter, 2009, p. 3.
35 Neumann, Birgit: „Literarische Inszenierungen und Interventionen: Mediale Erinnerungskonkurenz in Guy 
Vanderhaeghes  The  Englishman's  Boy  und  Michael  Ondaatjes  Running  in  the  Family“  in  Erll,  Astrid  / 
Nünning,  Ansgar  (eds):  Medien  des  kollektiven  Gedächtnisses.  Konstruktivität  –  Historizität  –  
Kulturspezifität. Berlin, de Gruyter, 2004, p. 195.
36 Ibid, p. 196.
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functions of the media are, for instance, the evocation of certain memories and thereby the 
constitution  of  identity  and  the  sense  of  continuity  between  the  present  and  the  past. 
Furthermore,  the media are able  to  legitimate concrete  versions of history and 'groups of 
memory'.37  
As Ruchatz (2004) has pointed out, the media save what otherwise would be lost for memory, 
above all in big groups which share a similar vision of the past: 
In kleinen, homogenen Gruppen, die einen Erfahrungshorizont teilen, der nicht 
ständig  untereinander  kommunikativ  abgeglichen  werden  muss,  mag 
Mediengebrauch  zur  Sicherung  der  kollektiven  Identität  auf  wenige  Anlässe 
beschränkt bleiben. Große Kollektive, die nicht mehr unmittelbar interagieren 
können, müssen hingegen verstärkt medialen Aufwand betreiben, um sich eine 
gemeinsame  Vergangenheit  zu  verschaffen,  auf  deren  Fundament  die 
gegenwärtige Identität der Gruppe sich begründen lässt.38
According to Ruchatz, smaller groups that share the same concepts of identity are more likely 
to be able to save their memories easily, because interaction is easier for them than for people 
belonging to bigger groups who may not even share the same place they live in. It would be 
easier, for instance, for the inhabitants of a small village to share their visions of the past than 
for more extended groups because of different traditions of passing on the past. In a village, 
oral communication with one’s neighbours is more common than in diaspora groups which 
are spread around one big state but still share the same past events that might have changed 
their lives.
Concerning photography, the form of media which will be used in the first case study in order 
to explain the impact which the media can have on society, Ruchatz claims that it is a medium 
which connects the past, or a past event, with the present, thus making something bygone 
partly a present event, as it is represented by photography. In this sense photography has the 
power of bringing past and present together.39 Interestingly, he also refers to the ambiguity of 
37 Ibid, p. 197.
38 Ruchatz,  Jens:  „Fotografische Gedächtnisse.  Ein Panorama medienwissenschaftlicher  Fragestellungen“ in 
Erll, Astrid / Nünning, Ansgar (eds): Medien des kollektiven Gedächtnisses. Konstruktivität – Historizität –  
Kulturspezifität. Berlin, de Gruyter, 2004, p. 85. For a further discussion of photography and its relationship  
to history, see Sontag (1990) and Barthes (1977; 1982).
39 Ibid,  p.  91.  There  he  states:  „Es  ist  diese  mediuminhärente  Verknüpfung  von  Vergangenem  mit  der  
Gegenwart,  die  die  Fotografie  im Sinne  der  Spur  als  Gedächtnismedium beschreibbar  macht.  Über  das 
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photography being an objective and / or subjective source:
Eine  Fotografie  kann  jedoch  für  ein  und  dieselbe  Fragestellung  zugleich 
Überrest  im  engeren  Sinn,  Denkmal  und  Tradition  sein:  Fotografien  sind 
intentional hergestellte Spuren eines Ereignisses und stehen daher auf der Kippe 
zwischen objektiver und subjektiver Verweisung.40
Furthermore, Ruchatz attempts to make clear that the media, above all in the 20 th century, 
have been a vital part in the construction of memory. In his opinion, photography is a medium 
which has special qualities in making present what has long been gone by.41 
2.3 The War Film in History: Modes of Perception and Interpretation
Ihr, die Ihr eintretet in die Hölle der Bilder, lasset alle Hoffnung fahren!
Abel Gance
After our discussion of some basic issues surrounding memory, the media and history I would 
now like to turn to the medium which is the main focus in this thesis, namely film. In this 
chapter, my argument will mainly concern the war film genre, and I will strive to answer the 
following questions: How do people perceive war films? Why is the genre of the war film 
important in historical studies? How do we have to interpret it?  In order to answer these 
questions, I will discuss some general theoretical aspects as well as aspects related especially 
to war films. Thus I intend to come up with a justification for media studies in modern global 
history and point out the importance of media studies. 
2.3.1 Connections Between War, Film and the Study of History
There is nothing surprising about historians working with new media in order to get a deeper 
understanding of historical events or a certain period of time. Nevertheless, I would like to 
'surplus'  der  ikonischen  Repräsentation  vergegenwärtigt  die  Fotografie  ein  Ereignis  in  einem  Bild,  das 
indexikalisch in der Vergangenheit geerdet ist.“
40 Ibid, p. 95.
41 Ibid, p. 97.
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reflect  briefly upon how and why historical  studies,  above all  in  our  global  age,  can  be 
enriched by the use and analysis of the media, first and foremost of films. Films, as we will  
see, are a powerful tool which can be used for political and propagandistic purposes.
Ever since Walter Benjamin’s (1892-1940) essay on art in the age of mechanical reproduction, 
it should be clear that art, be it the graphic arts, photography or film, do have an influence on 
the masses.42 Art, in other words, is used ‘on’ people: 
[...] so wird die Kunst deren schwerste und wichtigste [Aufgabe] da angreifen, 
wo sie Massen mobilisieren kann. Sie tut es gegenwärtig im Film. Die Rezeption 
in der Zerstreuung, die sich mit wachsendem Nachdruck auf allen Gebieten der 
Kunst  bemerkbar macht und das Symptom von tiefgreifenden Veränderungen 
der Apperzeption ist, hat im Film ihr eigentliches Übungsinstrument.43 
Paul Virilio, too, has concerned himself with war and cinema. To his mind, there is a deeply 
interwoven relationship between war, cinema, and technological development.  As he says, 
there is no war withouth self-representation44, just as there is no weapon which is not only a 
means of destruction, but also a means of perception.45 He believes that films  impact on 
public opinion because
[i]nnerhalb von einhunderfünfzig Jahren hat sich das Schußfeld in einen Drehort  
verwandelt,  das  Schlachtfeld  ist  zu  einem für  Zivilisten  zunächst  gesperrten 
Filmset geworden. [...] daß die Aufgabe der Kamera nicht darin besteht, Bilder 
zu  erzeugen,  [...]  sondern  darin,  die  Dimensionen  zu  manipulieren  und  zu 
verfälschen.46
For Virilio, nowadays the first victim of war is the concept of reality.47 People are trained in 
cinemas to lose their fear of the unknown, as they are forced to see what the camera sees. 48 
42 Benjamin, Walter: „Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit“ in Benjamin, Walter: 
Illuminationen. Ausgewählte Schriften 1. Frankfurt am Main, Suhrkamp, 1974, p. 43.
43 Ibid, p. 167.
44 Virilio, Paul: Krieg und Kino. Logistik der Wahrnehmung. Frankfurt am Main, Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 
1989, p. 9.
45 Ibid, p. 10. 
46 Ibid, pp. 20-28.
47 Ibid, p. 59.
48 Ibid, p. 72.
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Directors produce, thus, a cinematic, global view of the world.49
Hence, if people have to see what the camera sees – and in the cinema, they do indeed only 
see what the camera sees or rather what the director later on, when putting the film together, 
wants them to see -,  films highly influence not only what  people think of a  certain time 
period, country or event, but also create a common memory for all those who have seen a 
certain film. This is precisely how films come into the study history – a point which further 
arguments will make even clearer.
Gerhard Paul, in his book “Bilder des Krieges – Krieg der Bilder“ (2004), has also stated that 
electronic devices like cameras,  cinema or TV have a certain power to influence people's 
opinion:  „[d]er  Fotoapparat,  das  Kino und der  Fernsehapparat  wirken als  Dispositive  der 
Wahrnehmung sowie zugleich als Speicher des kulturellen Gedächtnisses.“50 Further on Paul 
states that visual texts are never mere images of reality, but additionally influence historical 
processes, as they form both the viewers’ consciousness and opinion.51 Very popular films in 
particular  turn out to play an active role  in  the politics  of history.  According to Riederer 
(2006),  too,  films  can  be  seen  as  narrations  of  historical  events,  because  their  narrative 
structure is very similar to historical narrations.52 Summing up, it becomes clear that film (or 
other media) cannot possibly be left out when talking about collective memory. 
Chambers & Culbert have put it like this: “[Film] has also provided a powerful medium for 
mobilizing aggressive nationalistic feelings against other peoples - „the enemy“ - and in this 
process, become an essential instrument of national policy.”53
They confirm what has been stated above as far as memory and public opinions are concerned 
when writing that “[t]he power over such visual memory [here, they mean images of World 
War II and films; note of the autor] lies increasingly in the hands of those who create or  
manipulate such images”, as “producers of motion pictures and videos play a major role in the 
49 Ibid, p. 146.
50 Paul, Gerhard: Bilder des Krieges – Krieg der Bilder. Die Visualisierung des modernes Krieges . Paderborn, 
Ferdinand Schöningh, 2004, p. 12.
51 Ibid, p. 15.
52 Riederer,  Günter:  „Film  und  Geschichtswissenschaft.  Zum  aktuellen  Verhältnis  einer  schwierigen 
Beziehung.“ in Paul, Gerhard (ed):  Visual History.  Ein Studienbuch. Göttingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
2006, p. 101.
53 Chambers / Culbert (1996), p. 7.
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production and continuation of public memory of the war. [...] Globalized communications 
replicate identical memories in every region of our planet.”54 
Thus, with the help of the film medium, any director is able to act out different dimensions of 
patriotism, nationalism, militarism; in addition, a director can re-interpret history, show new 
versions of certain events, and introduce new perspectives. Needless to say, he or she is in 
possession of a powerful tool when it comes to the construction of myths.55
The same argument can be found in Matelski & Lynch Street: 
From at least World War II to the present, America has utilized film to promote 
patriotism, dedication to cause, recruitment and heroism. Motifs such as 'frontier 
justice',  patriotism,  victory,  heroism,  terrorism  and  propaganda  are  also 
prominent [...].56
Generally speaking, films produced in cooperation with the US-Army or the CIA – above all 
after 9/11 in the US-American context – can never be neutral, as stated by Bürger.57
As has  become apparent,  introducing media  studies  in  the  field  of  history is  not  only a 
necessary  act  which  helps  to  interpret  history,  but  has  evolved  out  of  history  itself. 
Importantly,  I  strongly  believe  that  it  is  vital  to  point  out  that  in  global  history  our 
interpretations should be more than just the interpretation of a single state of the art of one 
country. This is why my intent is to bring US-American and Chinese cinema together in order 
to make a comparison.
2.4 Definition and Role of Pictorial Icons
To lay the foundations for my case study which will give us an example of how the media and 
54 Chambers, John Whiteclay II / Culbert, David: „Conclusion.“ in ibid, pp. 155-158.
55 Strübel, Michael (ed):  Film und Krieg. Die Inszenierung von Politik zwischen Apologetik und Apokalypse. 
Opladen, Leske + Budrich, 2002, p. 8. 
56 Matelski, Marilyn J. / Street, Nancy Lynch: “Introduction.“ in Matelski, Marilyn J. / Street, Nancy Lynch 
(eds): War and Film in America. Historical and Critical Essays. North Carolina, McFarland&Company Inc., 
2003, p. 5.
57 Bürger,  Peter:  „Paradigmenwechsel  im  US-Amerikanischen  Kriegsfilm?  Ein  Überblick.“  in  Machura, 
Stefan / Voigt, Rüdiger (eds): Krieg im Film. Münster, Lit Verlag, 2005, p. 237f.
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cultural / historical memory are related to each other, I will clarify how a photograph becomes 
an icon and, later on, how such an icon comes to be myth in the next parts of this chapter.  
Furthermore, we will see how this myth (or, more precisely, this iconical myth) then shapes a 
cultural community’s understanding of the past. The case study, in which I will analyse one of 
the probably best known photographs of the 20th century, will make this process visible. 
I shall begin by providing an answer to the question of what an icon is and how it can be and 
is used in political contexts.58 Czech (2006) provides us with a simple definition of icons: for 
him, an icon is an image which has become part of our collective memory and which we are 
brought  to  see  on  a  regular,  frequent  basis;  by  being  confronted  with  such  an  image 
consistently, its significance and value are are passed on to us.59
In  their  text  “Ikonen  der  Kriegs-  und  Krisenfotografie”,  Grittmann  &  Ammann  (2008), 
making use of the terms of David Perlmutter, attempt to define such icons. In general, icons 
have the following attributes:
− Prominence: the photograph can be seen on main pages of 
journals etc.
− Frequency: the photograph is printed and thus distributed 
more often than others.
− Profit: it can be sold as a commercial product.
− Instantaneousness: the photograph becomes famous very 
rapidly, but does not lose its popularity throughout the years.
− Transposability:  the  photogaph  is  printed  or  shown  in 
other media such as books.
− Premordiality:  icons  frequently  refer  to  other  icons  of 
previous times.
− Metonomy:  while  icons  normally  represent  only  one 
special moment of something that happened, they also seem to stand for the 
whole action, whatever it might have been.
− They have  a  striking  composition  and  show the  special 
58 Here, again, much work has been done in German-speaking countries. When discussing the definition and 
significance of icons, I hope to make everything clear when translating some key terms into English. 
59 Czech, Alfred: „Bildikonen im Spannungsfeld zwischen individuellem und kollektivem Bildgedächtnis“ in 
Kirschenmann, Johannes / Wagner, Ernst (eds): Bilder, die die Welt bedeuten. 'Ikonen' des Bildgedächtnisses  
und ihre Vermittlung über Datenbanken. München, kopaed, 2006, p. 14.
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importance of an event.60 
Czech proposes three different theses regarding the relationship of icons and memory:
a) Icons that are remembered collectively only become famous because of showing some 
spectacular details or views.
b) Today, society itself constructs its icons by reducing complex images to simple, memorable 
signs.
c) The special 'career' of icons known very widely is based on our capacity to encode and 
decode visual impressions. By remembering something that we have once seen, and by seeing 
it over and over again, these images start to embedd themselves in individual and collecitve 
memory.61 
As far as the selection of such icons which later on will be regarded as 'typical' representations 
of a culture or a social group is concerned, Czech writes: 
Kollektive Erinnerung ist immer mit strikter Auswahl verbunden. Diese Auswahl 
ist  'identitätskonkret',  das  heißt,  sie  spiegelt  die  Identitätskonzepte  von 
Gemeinschaften (Völker, Staaten, Kommunen, Familien, Parteien) wider. Diese 
Gemeinschaften wählen aus der Überlieferung diejenigen Bilder aus, die ihren 
aktuellen  Bedürfnissen  entsprechen  und  ihr  kulturelles  und  geschichtliches 
Selbstverständnis bestätigen.62
Thus, identity is always reflected in images of a certain group of people,  and the process of 
selecting images which have the power to shape memory is greatly influenced by how a group 
sees both its historical and present situation – a point which Czech makes clear when pointing 
out that individuals and groups, regions and nations all constitute and define themselves more 
and more via pictorial representations.63
60 Grittmann, Elke / Ammann, Ilona: „Ikonen der Kriegs- und Krisenfotografie“ in Grittmann, Elke / Neverla,  
Irene / Ammann, Ilona (eds.):  Global, lokal, digital – Fotojournalismus heute. Köln, Herbert von Halem-
Verlag,  2008,  pp.  296-325,  online  version: 
http://www.mediacultureonline.de/fileadmin/bibliothek/grittmann_ammann_ikonen/grittmann_ammann_ikon
en.html (March 27, 2010).
61 Ibid, pp. 18-19. Here it is important to remember that such symbols and icons are not always constructed by 
society itself, but often come from other authorities – this we will seen in the case of the photograph taken on 
Iwo Jima.
62 Ibid, p. 24.
63 Ibid, p. 32.
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As  a  consequence,  icons  are  easily  recognised  by  a  great  number  of  people.  Some 
characteristic attributes of icons are,  for instance,  that they have special  aesthetic features 
which become very popular (as an example Czech quotes P. Picasso’s masterpiece Guernica); 
icons are usually connected with famous people or events and later on in public discourse are 
attributed with some kind of legendary aura; they represent fears, hopes and even passions 
and show them in a condensed form (as some paintings of E. Munch do).64
Some further features of icons are that they are reproduced more often than other images. 
They also have the power to  cause fears, provoke our political consciousness and help to 
shape opinions; most popular icons are simple and complex at the same time, and in public 
discourses the media, politicians, artists and scientists tend to refer to icons more often than to 
less known images which would prove the same point, but would most probably not have the 
same effect.65 He also makes a distincion between different types of icons. However, I will  
only refer to political icons (not to pop-icons like Marilyn Monroe, for example).66
Knieper (2006) uses similar arguments to describe the impression icons leave in the mind of 
the viewer:
Massenmedial  verbreitete  Bilder  besitzen dabei  die  Eigenschaft,  dass sie  von 
ihren Betrachtern vergleichsweise gut erinnert werden. Dies gilt vor allem für 
Fotos, die ein Ereignis auf einen inhaltsstarken Schlüsselmoment verdichten, die 
sich beispielhaft zur Visualisierung eines Ereignisses eignen, anhand derer sich 
der  Witz,  die  Bedeutung und /  oder  die  Dramatik eines Ereignisses mühelos 
vermitteln lassen und die aufgrund ihrer Aussagekraft und visuellen Stärke [...] 
häufig  zitiert  und  gezeigt  werden.  Bei  derartigen  Bildern  handelt  es  sich 
zweifelsohne um so genannte 'Ikonen' der Pressefotografie.67 
Thus, icons basically depend upon  the photographer’s skill  to catch the key moment of a 
certain event, that is, the moment bearing the most ideological and significant gestures and the 
64 Ibid, p. 27.
65 Ibid, p. 28.
66 The distinction of the different types of icons can be found in ibid, pp. 29-30.
67 Knieper, Thomas: „Geschichtsvermittlung durch Ikonen der Pressefotografie“ in Kirschenmann, Johannes / 
Wagner, Ernst (eds): Bilder, die die Welt bedeuten. 'Ikonen' des Bildgedächtnisses und ihre Vermittlung über  
Datenbanken. München, kopaed, 2006, p. 59.
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like. Moreover, the press plays a vital role in the distribution and generation of meanings and 
interpretations of certain images that later on will become icons or even myths:
Das moderne Pressebild schließlich vereint die Darstellung des traumatischen 
Ereignisses  mit  der  Informationsübermittlung,  eine  durch  die  Bildunterschrift 
ermöglichte  Zurichtung  des  Verstehens  mit  der  drohenden  Ankündigung 
künftiger Schlagzeilen. Die Bilder der Presse sind dennoch komplex generierte 
und  in  marktstrategischer  Hinsicht  hochgradig  instrumentalisierte 
Konsumobjekte.  Daher werden  selbst  die  berühmtesten Kriegsfotografien des 
20. Jahrhunderts [...] den Makel der Manipulation und Inszenierung nicht los.68
As is said here, icons, or representations of war that become icons, often have the notion of 
being constructed, of not being 'real'  in the sense of just having been made for one single 
purpose. Very often it is unclear if a photograph really depicts what happened or if everything 
we  see  is  just  something  somebody  enacted,  having  in  mind  certain  objectives,  such  as 
reactions which have to be provoked and thoughts and emotions which have to be transmitted 
by the image.
Grittmann and Ammann (2008) also explain that journalistic photographs in particular play an 
important  role  in  our perception of  the present  and the past .  As they try to  make clear, 
photographs are crucial for our perception of wars or other (armed) conflicts. Icons of such 
wars and / or conflicts are basically seen as the media of our collective memory.69 
Sooner or later, some icons are canonised. Icons that are part of such a canon in many cases 
go through some or all of these phases:
− (Re-)Inszenierung  eines  Bildes  in  unterschiedlichen 
Teilkulturen
− (Re-)Inszenierung eines Bildes in der Kunst 
− Sekundäre Reproduktion des Bildes in den Medien 
68 Wenrich,  Rainer:  “No  dead  bodies?  -  Der  Krieg  zwischen  Tagespresse  und  Kunst“  in  Kirschenmann, 
Johannes  /  Wagner,  Ernst  (eds):  Bilder,  die  die  Welt  bedeuten.  'Ikonen'  des  Bildgedächtnisses  und ihre  
Vermittlung über Datenbanken. München, kopaed, 2006, p. 78.
69 Grittmann, Elke / Ammann, Ilona: „Ikonen der Kriegs- und Krisenfotografie“ in Grittmann, Elke / Neverla,  
Irene / Ammann, Ilona (eds):  Global, lokal, digital – Fotojournalismus heute. Köln, Herbert von Halem-
Verlag, 2008, pp. 296-325, online version: 
http://www.mediacultureonline.de/fileadmin/bibliothek/grittmann_ammann_ikonen/grittmann_ammann_ikon
en.html  ,  p. 2.
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− Verbreitung eines Bildes in der Konsum- und Alltagskultur
− Tertiäre Reproduktion des Bildes in den Medien 
− Etablierung eines Bildes in der Erinnerungskultur
− Quartiäre  Reproduktion  in  der  ritualisierten 
Berichterstattung und Dokumentarfilmen im Rahmen der Gedenkkultur.70
It  is  also  pointed  out  that  pathos  always  attributes  more  importance  to  an  icon  and  its 
remembrance.71 How these different points are or are not valid in our case study will be seen 
in Chapter three.
2.4.1 The Icon Becomes Myth
When discussing myth, it is important to explain how an icon can pass into myth. Indeed, 
myth is far from being homogenic, as it has a great variety of definitions and is used in many 
different contexts.72 What will be of interest here is especially how myth is regarded in a 
historical sense and how it comes into being. 
To begin with, Roland Barthes, in his essay “Le mythe, aujourd'hui“73, concerned himself with 
what should be considered myth and how it can be analysed. According to Barthes, myth in 
general,  though  being  a  ‘word’,  is  not  a  word  like  any  other,  but  rather  a  ‘system  of 
communication”, a ‘message’:74
Le mythe est une parole. Naturellement, ce n'est pas n'importe quelle parole: il 
faut au langage des conditions particulières pour devenir mythe, on va les voir à 
l'instant. Mais ce qu'il faut poser fortement dès le début, c'est que le mythe est un  
système de communication, c'est un message.75 
Due  to the  fact  that  myth  can  also  be  considered  a  message,  nearly  everything  can  be 
considered  myth:  “[...]  puisque  le  mythe  est  une  parole  tout  peut  être  mythe,  que  est 
70 Ibid, pp. 4-5.
71 Ibid, p. 21.
72 Cf. Stråth, Bo: ”Introduction. Myth, Memory and History in the Construction of Community“ in Stråth, Bo 
(ed):  Myth and Memory in  the  Construction of  Community.  Historical  Patterns  in  Europe and Beyond.  
Brussels, Peter Lang, 2000, p. 28.
73 In Barthes, Roland: Mythologies. Paris, Éditions du Seuil, 1957, pp. 191-247.
74 Barthes, in his essay, mainly adopts Fernand de Saussure’s terminology.
75 Ibid, p. 193. Italics by LW.
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justificable d'un discours. Le mythe ne se définit pas par l'objet de son message, mais par la 
façon dont il le profère.“76 
Furthermore,  „[...]  la  signifaction  mythique:  elle  n'est  ni  plus  ni  moins  arbitraire  qu'un 
idéogramme. Le mythe est un système idéographique pur, où les formes sont encore motivées 
par  le  concept  qu'elles  représentent,  sans  cependant,  et  de  loin,  en  recouvrir  la  totalité 
représentative.”77
As myth mainly relies upon images, as Barthes states78, as is the case with photographs, his 
definitions are of use here in order to get a better understanding of myths in general. For 
Barthes, myths are ideographic elements, meaning elements following an ideographic system. 
It is a well-known fact that history and, furthermore, the politics of history are loaded with 
ideographic  terms  to  act  out  what  they should  act  out,  to  represent  opinions,  arguments, 
accusations, and so on. Regarding history, memory and myth, Bo Stråth (2000) argues that 
everything, including history, is merely a construction: 
Myth and memory is history in ceaseless transformation and reconstruction, and 
the  image  of  the  past  is  continuously  reconsidered  in  the  light  of  an  ever-
changing present. History is an  image  of the past, rather than  the  past  wie es  
eigentlich gewesen, as it really was. From this perspective, history is memory 
and oblivion, it is a translation or representation of the past in the present.79
Accordingly, community is constructed, too, and thereby “[...] the idea of a collective memory 
and a specific history is a tool that bridges the gap between high political and intellectual 
levels and the levels of everyday life.“80
The interrelationship between myth and language, as has been pointed out in a similar manner 
by Barthes, too, can also be found in Stråth's arguments:
Myths  assume the  dimensions  of  reality  in  the  sense,  and  to  the  extent  that  
76 Ibid, p. 195.
77 Ibid, p. 213.
78 Ibid, p. 213.
79 Stråth (2000), p. 19.
80 Ibid, p. 22.
31
people  believe  in  them.  From  this  perspective  they  cannot  be  separated  or 
distinguished from reality and truth, but rather they constitute this reality and 
truth  through  language.  This  means  that  reality  and  truth  are  contested  and 
contextual entities.81
Also, Stråth stresses the significant role myths play in social contexts:
Myth, in this sense of constructed memory and oblivion, is emancipated from its  
pejorative  connotation  and  assumes  the  role  of  the  provider  of  meaning, 
becoming a constituent element of politics and social cohesion. [...] myths help 
build up social community and collective identites and that there is a connection 
between memory, myth and feelings of social community.82
How a myth influences the construction of societies or communities such as special 'memory-
communities' (that is, which share more or less the same social and historical frames for the 
constitution of memory) will be dealt with in the following chapters (Chapter 3, for example) 
in the context of myth-constructing strategies in photography and film. As  Aleida Assmann 
has argued in this context,
[...]  im  kollektiven  Gedächtnis  werden  mentale  Bilder  zu  Ikonen  und 
Erzählungen zu Mythen, deren wichtigste Eigenschaft ihre Überzeugungskraft 
und affektive Wirkmacht ist. Solche Mythen lösen die historische Erfahrung von 
den konkreten Bedingungen ihres Entstehens weitgehend ab und formen sie zu 
zeitenthobenen  Geschichten  um,  die  von  Generation  zu  Generation 
weitergegeben  werden.  [Mythos]  kann  auch  die  Form  bedeuten,  in  der 
Geschichte  „mit  den  Augen  der  Identität  gesehen  wird“  -  in  dieser  Variante 
bedeutet  Mythos  die  affektive  Aneignung  der  eigenen Geschichte.  Mythos  in 
diesem Sinne  ist  eine fundierende  Geschichte,  die  nicht  durch  Historisierung 
vergeht,  sondern mit  einer  andauernden Bedeutung ausgestattet  wird,  die  die 
Vergangenheit  in  der  Gegenwart  einer  Gesellschaft  präsent  hält  und  ihr  eine 
Orientierungskraft für die Zukunft abgewinnt.83 
The first point Assmann makes is that a myth, once it is spread, does not necessarily need a  
81 Ibid, p. 25.
82 Ibid, p. 26-28.
83 Assmann,  Aleida:  Der  lange  Schatten  der  Vergangenheit.  Erinnerungskultur  und  Geschichtspolitik. 
München, Beck, 2006c, p. 40.
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context, a history surroundig it. Myths can endure without any explanations or justifications: 
due to their unclear and ambiguous background, it is easier for myths to become ahistorical.  
The second point made by Assmann brings myth and identity together: according to Assmann, 
myth is like history that and can thus be taken as the foundation of a society; it serves not only 
to bring the past and the present together, but also to provide guidelines for the future. 
2.5 Some Short Remarks On Propaganda
Icons,  myths,  polemical  narratives  of  history  –  these  are  all  presented  to  audiences  for 
particular purposes by those who have the power to do so. Propaganda plays a vital role in 
politics and is trasmitted to the public by means of increasingly sophisticated forms of media.  
I would like to introduce a few basic ideas about the concept of propaganda to which I will 
refer back at later points in my thesis.
With respect to the significant role of media in its propagation Bizeul (2009) has stressed the 
following:
Heute noch zwingen öffentliche Meinung und Medien den Einzelnen immer 
wieder  zur  Annahme eines  bestimmten politischen  Glaubens,  so  z.B.  in  der 
McCarthy-Ära, vor dem Irak-Krieg von 2003 in den USA oder weltweit nach 
diesem Krieg  –  diesmal  gegen  ihn.  Dann werden  die  Andersdenkenden wie 
Ketzer angesehen, die von der Masse mundtot gemacht werden […].84
Bussemer (22008)explains that modern propaganda as we know it emerged in the 20th century. 
It was an important aspect of World War I and was later used by totalitarian movements as a  
tool for centralising power.85 Bussmer gives a comprehensive definition of the term, which is 
wide-ranging in its most general sense:
[…] Propaganda kann […] als die in der Regel medienvermittelte Formierung  
handlungsrelevanter  Meinungen  und  Einstellungen  politischer  oder  sozialer  
Großgruppen  durch  symbolische  Kommunikation  und  als  Herstellung  von  
Öffentlichkeit zugunsten bestimmter Interessen  verstanden werden. Propaganda 
84 Bizeul, Yves: Glaube und Politik. Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, Wiesbaden, 2009, pp. 259-260.
85 Bussemer,  Thymian:  Propaganda.  Konzepte  und  Theorien. Verlag  für  Sozialwissenschaften,  Wiesbaden, 
22008, p. 26.
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zeichnet  sich  durch  die  Komplementarität  vom  überhöhten  Selbst-  und  
denunzierenden  Fremdbild  aus  und  ordnet  Wahrheit  dem  instrumentellen  
Kriterium der Effizienz unter.  Ihre  Botschaften und Handlungsaufforderungen  
versucht sie  zu  neutralisieren,  so dass diese als selbstverständliche und nahe 
liegenden Schlussfolgerungen erscheinen.86
He goes on to clarify the definition before setting up several explanatory points which lead to 
make the term more tangible. Drawing on Bussmer, what I want to stress is that propaganda is 
never material but rather symbolic and mediational as it sets out to change people’s sense of 
reality.87 The primary aim of propaganda – or those who deploy it – is to convince people of a  
certain opinion:
Propaganda  zielt  auf  Überredung.  Sie  will  Menschen  davon überzeugen,  zu 
einer spezifischen Frage eine bestimmte Haltung einzunehmen und auch nach 
dieser Überzeugung zu handeln. Oft geht es auch darum, Menschen in einer 
bestehenden  Einstellung  zu  bestärken  […].  In  der  Regel  propagiert  sie  ein 
bestimmtes  ideologisches  Programm,  dessen  konkrete  Ausprägung  sich  aber 
Machtgewinnungs- oder Machterhaltungsansprüchen unterordnet.88
To this point I want to add a few insights from Bizeul who, based on thoughts of Karl Bruno 
Leder, writes that, “[d]urch Propaganda kann kein stabiler Glaube erzeugt werden, wer nicht 
vorher  schon  ansatzweise  in  der  Bevölkerung  vorhanden  wäre“.89 This  implies  that the 
effectiveness of propaganda is dependent on the disposition and predisposition of recipients to 
accept  its  messages.  To  make  people  believe  its  version  of  truth,  propaganda  uses  both 
language and images, as Bussemer further points out.90 This is especially important for my 
discussion in this thesis since I will consider the propagandistic dimensions in my analysis of 
the films in question. 
86 Ibid, p. 33.
87 Ibid, p. 33. In the original text, he uses the word “dinglich“; I used “material“ in my translation, as this  
appears to me to be the best way of capturing his original meaning.
88 Ibid, pp. 33-34.
89 Bizeul (2009), p. 263.
90 Bussemer ( 22008), p. 34.
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3. Case Study: Photography, History and Memory- Raising 
the Flag on Iwo Jima
3.1 Introduction. Why “Flag-Eating“ Has Something to do With  
History
Nowadays, nearly everyone is able to read about history and to watch documentaries about 
past  events  or  history  films  in  the  cinema;  historians  write  and  quarrel  about  history, 
sometimes even share the same opinion; children learn about history from different school 
books, from their parents, etc. The following two examples, which I came across in different 
TV cartoon series, show that funnily enough, concepts like history and patriotism, represented 
by certain symbols, can be eaten like delicious food. Of course, I may add that these examples 
are pure fiction - nothing alike ever happened. The following screenshots are taken from the 
US-American cartoons Futurama and The Simpsons. 
Dr. Zoidberg eats Old Freebie
Futurama, “A Taste of Freedom“, 4ACV05, min. 05:05
In the first case we can see Dr. Zoidberg eating up the flag called “Old Freebie“ on Memorial 
Day.  As  this  is  a  criminal  offence,  he  is  brought  to  court.  Obviously,  it  is  illegal  to  eat 
something which has a historical value, which has not only a symbolic or iconic, but also a 
mythological background. The flag represents the nation, or, in this case, the united world and 
its history. It is a strong symbol of identification not only for politicians, but also for the rest  
of humankind. So, we might ask, why does this squid dare to devour this mighty symbol?
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Iwo Jima? Uh Oh! - Homer Simpson is about to eat the heroes of Iwo Jima
The Simpsons, “Selma's Choice“, 9F11, min. 06:18
The second example above shows Homer Simpson eating up a collection of potato chips 
which show famous persons. Holding the potato chip in his hand, this cartoon character brings 
us very close to the topic I would like to discuss here: the iconography of the Pacific War, 
taking as an example precisely this photograph, which shows Homer Simpson, who is just 
about  to  eat  (in  its  potatoey form)  the  Flag  Raising  on  Iwo  Jima,  photographed  by Joe 
Rosenthal (Feb. 1945) and ever since one of the best-known photographs from the time of 
World War II.91 Since its “creation”, the photograph has been used in various contexts, like in 
this episode of the Simpsons. While Homer Simpson's comment before eating it is only “Uh 
Oh!“,  there  have  been  much  more  elaborate  comments  on  the  topic,  and  the  secondary 
literature dealing with the photograph as well as its iconographic values is of an impressive 
scope.
Departing from this very photograph, I would now like to have a closer look at its history and 
the  myth  constructed  out  of  it.  My  aim  is  to  show  that  icons  which  have  gained  a 
mythological status in a nation’s history are used over and over again in different contexts in 
order  to  reinforce  the  construction  of  a  national  identity,  thus  playing  with  conventions, 
memories and history itself. Cultural identity and collective memory, which are both terms 
91 This has also been discussed in Marling & Wetenhall (1991), Hariman & Lucaites (2002) and Dülffer (2006).
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that are frequently used nowadays, also play a role in making use of such symbols or icons.  
Rosenthal's photograph is such an icon. His photograph will be the example I would like to 
use in order to explain the role of modern media for history and how modern myths are 
constructed through such items. As we have seen above, such cultural symbols are used in 
nearly every context, including cartoons. By using icons in their stories, cartoons such as the 
ones analysed take up the current discussion about history or historical events in a variety of 
ways.
3.2 How They Raised the Flag and What This did to History
I would now like to have a closer look at the famous photograph which even inspired Homer 
Simpson – to eat it, though, but why he did this shall be explained in the following. Before 
embarking upon a description of the history and the impact of this photograph, let us first 
analyse it more closely:
Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima
© Joe Rosenthal, February 23, 1945
(taken from http://www.montney.com/marine/iwo.htm, April 12, 2010)
“Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima” is typically regarded as one of the best-known pictures from the 
time of World War II92, and the number of its representations, transformations and usages is of 
92 This  has  also been  described  by Marling & Wetenhall  (1991),  Hariman & Lucaites  (2002)  and  Dülffer  
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an incredibly large scope. Joe Rosenthal's (1911-2006) picture of the second flag-raising on 
Iwo Jima was probably the picture that became a US-American icon of war within one day. 
The reprint here shows the original photo as it was taken on February 23, 1945 on top of 
Mount Suribachi on Iwo Jima. In many later representations, the photograph was cut on the 
left and right to put emphasis on the happening itself. It was reduced to a smaller scale to 
bring the viewer's attention to what really was important, that is, to the raising of Old Glory, 
which was an important symbol at that time of the war, as observed by Marling &Wetenhall.93 
By now using  the  categories  of  Amman & Grittmann  of  how pictures  become  icons  as 
explained earlier, I intend to show, with the help of some selected publications on the picture, 
how Iwo Jima, or rather one single photograph came to stand for a whole action. As will 
become apparent, the photograph was used in political contexts to enforce patriotism and to 
direct the public in specific ways to achieve certain aims (e.g. it was used to raise war loans).94 
I would now like to present the attributes and stages of such political icons: 95
− Prominence: the photograph can be seen on main pages of journals, etc.
After  Rosenthal’s  photograph  had  reached  the  USA,  going  via  Guam96 where  war 
photographers of that area sent their  film rolls  to,  it  started spreading widely already the 
following day by means of newspapers and magazines.97 The picture was reprinted over and 
over again, showing that after hard battles in the Pacific theatre, the war could still be won – 
and this is because men like the six marines in the photo were fighting for the country and 
holding American values – and the flag – high. 
− Frequency: the photograph is printed and subsequently distributed more often than others.
This point surely also holds true for the photograph of the marines, who had by then become 
heroes.  The  imact  the  photograph  made  after  its  first  printings  were  immense:  “[p]ublic 
(2006).  It  was  also  filmed  by  another  Marine;  the  video  can  be  seen  here:  
http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Raising_the_Flag_on_Iwo_Jima_%28color%29.ogg. (April 16, 2010).
93 Marling,  Karal  Ann  &  Wetenhall,  John:  Iwo  Jima.  Monuments,  Memories  and  the  American  Hero. 
Cambridge, Harvard University Press,  1991, especially chapters two and three,  where the context of the 
creation of the photo is described in a very detailed manner.
94 Ibid, pp. 102-111.
95 The chart was already cited above as in Grittmann & Ammann (2008), p. 4.
96 Dülffer, Jost: „Über-Helden –Das Bild von Iwo Jima in der Repräsentation des Sieges. Eine Studie zur US-
amerikanischen Erinnerungskultur seit 1945“ in Zeithistorische Forschungen, Issue 2 / 2006, online version: 
http://www.zeithistorische-forschungen.de/portal/alias__zeithistorische-
forschungen/lang__de/tabID__40208650/DesktopDefault.aspx , p. 2, part 6. 
97 Ibid.
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reception  was  immediate  and  resounding.  Newspapers  were  inundated  with  requests  for 
reprints as families began to hang it on their living room and dining room walls.“98 Soon after, 
the  photograph,  when  used  for  purposes  other  than  to  illustrate  newspaper  articles,  was 
reproduced millions of times99 as it was reprinted on posters and other objects alike.
− Profit: it can be sold as a commercial product.
Undoubtedly, the photograph has been sold as a commercial product, too. It all started with a 
postal stamp that was produced in marine-green shortly after the picture became known,100 
and was sold in great numbers until it ran out of production. Later on, every thinkable product 
was decorated with the photograph of the flag-raising: tea cups, posters and miniature statues 
were produced, it was used in comics, caricatures and advertisments and provided the basis 
for a variety of books and films. I will touch upon this point again later in my depiction of the  
legacy of the picture.
− Instantaneousness:  the  photograph  becomes  well-known rapidly,  but  does  not  lose  its 
popularity throughout the years.
As will be seen later on again, the photograph, famous the day it was printed in the news, has  
not lost its significance until today. A new wave of 'reprints' could be seen after the terrorist 
attack of 9/11 on the World Trade Center in New York, an event after which the flag-raising of 
Iwo Jima was juxtaposed to a picture of some firemen looking at the Stars and Stripes they 
had just hoisted.101 The values and virtues of Iwo Jima were thus passed on to a new age: the 
present was compared to the past, with the symbolic value of the photograph passing on some 
part of its mystic aura to the picture of the firemen.
− Transposability: the photogaph is printed or shown in other media such as books.
The transposability of the picture has also been pointed out. To give some examples, James 
Bradley, the son of one of the flag raisers,102 published “Flags of Our Fathers“ in 2000, telling 
the story of the flag raisers and the war on Iwo Jima in what appears to be a part fiction, part 
non-fiction book. Naturally,  the prominent Rosenthal photograph was on the cover of the 
98 Hariman, Robert & Lucaites, John Louis: “Performing Civic Identity: The Iconic Photograph of the Flag  
Raising on Iwo Jima“ in Quarterly Journal of Speech, Vol. 88, No. 4, November 2002, p. 363.
99 Ibid.
100Marling & Wetenhall (1991), p. 92. 
101Dülffer (2006), p. 12.
102James Bradley on the WWW: http://jamesbradley.com/.
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book. The picture was also used in films such as “Sands of Iwo Jima“ (Allan Dwan, 1949) or, 
more recently, in Clint Eastwood's film “Flags of Our Fathers“ (2006).
− Premordiality: icons frequently refer to other icons of former times.
Premordiality is probably one of the most important aspects responsible for the ‘fame’ or 
recognition of icons, meaning that they evoke something in public memory which has been 
seen  before.  Motives  like  the  flag-raising  are  nothing  new  in  the  iconography  of  war. 
Representations  and reproductions  of flags  are  known from paintings and photographs of 
other wars, too.103 For the US, especially the Civil War (1861-1865) plays an important role in 
how national symbols are perceived and how they gained their importance. A closer look at 
photographs and other pictures from that time shows that the usage of flags was very common
104, and an identification process with the flag and what it stood and stands for could certainly 
happen.
− Metonomy: while icons typically represent only one special moment of an event, they also 
come to stand for the whole action, whatever it might have been.
As we can see from the discussion about the hype that swept the country (and that was, to a 
certain  extent,  also  constructed)  after  the  photograph  of  Iwo Jima become known to  the 
public,  the  picture  represented  much more  than  just  one  battle  that  was  going on in  the 
Pacific;  in  other  words,  it  was  not  only  a  respresentation  of  Iwo  Jima,  but  suddenly 
represented everything from the war to the patriotism of ordinary people. The reasons for this 
have been outlined by Hariman & Lucaites:
This coordination of the figures in the picture mimes the icon's coordination 
of interpretive motifs. An image from a horrific battle shows war as labor 
rather  than  killing;  the  only  weapons  are  hardly  visible,  not  in  use,  and 
aligned neatly in the vertical plane of the picture. The labor is on behalf of 
the flag, of nation building, not the destruction of other cultures, although the 
image  remains  a  symbol  of  military  victory  culminating  in  the  enemy's 
unconditional  surrender.  […]  These  patterns  of  political  representation 
103The paintings of Velázquez, John Trumbull and others are an example of this. 
104Two websites with a huge amount of photographs and prints from that time are the Library of Congress:  
Civil War Glass Negatives and Related Prints: 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/search/?c=100&sp=1&co=cwp&st=grid; and the National Archives: Pictures of 
the Civil  War:  http://www.archives.gov/research/civil-war/photos/index.html (both accessed on March 10, 
2011).
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include egalitarianism, nationalism, and civic republicanism.105 
Or, as stated here: 
[…] Rosenthal's picture spoke of group effort, the common man – working in 
concert  with  his  neighbours  –  triumphants.  The  very  facelessness  of  the 
heroes sanctified a common cause. The raisers were not individuals, acting 
for their own, private motives: they were just American boys, and they made 
war on behalf of all Americans. The photo stood for something more than 
what had happened atop Mount Suribachi, just after noon, two days before. It 
was a symbol.106
− They have a striking composition and show the special importance of an event. 
Indeed, Joe Rosenthal, when taking the picture, was lucky. He caught the soldiers in the act of 
raising the flag, and instead of a static product, something very dynamic came into being.107 
Interestingly, the photograph that Louis Lowery (1916-1987) made of the first flag-raising 
never reached this kind of dynamics – a ‘story’ which will be focused on more in an extra  
chapter (Chapter 3.3).
As every single characteristic of icons holds true for the photograph of Iwo Jima, so does their 
process of canonisation. As will be seen in the last part of this section, the photograph has  
been used in many contexts, producing what might be called a “pictorical overload“ of one 
single image. All these factors contribute to the fact that the picture was not only a myth then,  
but still nowadays is one of the most significant photographs which underlie the historical 
understanding and cultural memory of US-American citizens.
3.3 Remembering the Flag That Didn't Make it
In this section, in order to gain an even better understanding of why Rosenthal's photograph 
was that successful, I aim at explaining why Louis Lowery was not too lucky with his shot of  
the first flag-raising on Mount Suribachi.
105Hariman / Lucaites (2002), pp. 369-370.
106Marling & Wetenhall (1991), p. 73.
107The composition of the photograph has been discussed in great detail, see ibid, p. 368ff. 
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The Stars and Stripes over Suribachi
© Louis Lowery, February 23, 1945
(taken from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:First_Iwo_Jima_Flag_Raising.jpg, April 16, 2010)
The same event, the raising of the flag, took place twice on one day, leading to two different 
results, with one result becoming famous and the other one nearly ending in the spheres of 
oblivion. The simple reason why there were two flag-raisings that day was that the first flag,  
as is shown in the photograph by Lowery, was considered too small. Every soldier on the 
island was supposed to see it, and thus it was decided to hoist a new, bigger one.108
Nobody ever exclaimed “Here's one for all time!“109 when seeing Lowery's photo, as was the 
case with Rosenthal's. Nobody ever made a monument out of it, while the photograph taken 
by Rosenthal was built as a monument and used for many other things, too. One could say 
that in the event of the second flag-raising, the first could not possibly stand a chance. It is, 
108Marling & Wetenhall (1991), p. 64.
109Hariman & Lucaites (2002), p. 363.
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nonetheless, an important document from that time which helps us to realise how political 
icons  are  forced  into  being  and  why some photographs  –  in  this  case,  two  photographs 
depicting more or less the same event – are successful in public (or successfully used in 
public) while others are not. We can even say that after Rosenthal’s picture, Lowery's was 
powerless,  the  reasons  for  which  can  be  given  by  looking  at  the  composition  of  the 
photograph.
To begin with, just to state a few examples of how artistic composition does matter and alter 
its effects, a quick glance at both photos makes us aware of the fact that they differ greatly, 
not so much in their arrangement of the people shown (in general, in both photographs we see 
a  couple  of  men  surrounding  a  flag)  but  rather  in  the  dynamics  of  their  movements.  In 
Rosenthal's picture, we see a mass of men trying to raise a flag with united effort. The picture 
conveys some touch of monumental feelings: “These are our boys, working together for us, 
for America“ is what it wants to tell us. The flag is just unfurling, which also contributes to  
the impression that the picture is much more dynamic than Lowery's.110 On the other hand, in 
Lowery’s photograph, we have a rather static view: in his picture, “work“ has already been 
accomplished, as we see a few soldiers standing around the flag. The flag has already been 
unfurled and is blowing steadily in the wind so that it can be seen in all details. In the front we 
see a soldier, obviously looking out for the enemy. In contrast to Rosenthal's photograph, in 
which the soldiers raising the flag are difficult to make out, the people depicted here are not 
all anonymous, as their faces can be seen and recognised as the faces of individuals.111
Of course,  perspective  also  matters,  which  can  clearly be  seen  when comparing  the  two 
photographs. Rosenthal undoubtedly had advantages when taking the picture. Maybe this is 
due to the fact that Lowery's photograph mas made primarily in order to keep records of the 
climbing of Suribachi. He had no purposes in mind other than taking a picture of the flag and 
the soldiers who were surrounding it at that time; in Rosenthal's case, the second flag-raising 
was done with a special purpose, and he had some time to find a position from where to take 
the picture. When the small flag was replaced by the bigger one, Rosenthal was very lucky to 
have  found  a  position  from  where  the  soldiers  and  the  flag  were  in  the  centre  of  his  
photograph.112 In Lowery's case, the flag is not in the centre: its position is in the left-hand 
110On the picture's dynamic, see also: ibid, p. 368ff.
111In fact, the question of who were the flag-raisers in the second photograph has been discussed at length. See 
Marling & Wetenhall (1991), chapters one and seven, for more details.
112Hariman & Lucaites also mention this in their article. 
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corner, and at first glance we rather tend to focus on the soldier watching out for something, 
seemingly not really minding the flag. While in Rosenthal’s picture the arrangement of the 
soldiers directs our attention to the unfurling flag, in Lowery’s picture we ‘jump’ from one 
subject to another until reaching the top of the photo, which is constituted by the flag.
Rosenthal's luck goes as far as the light, which was in favour of his purpose. Naturally, light is 
always  an  important  factor  in  photography,  and  especially  in  this  case  the  fascination 
encouraged by Rosenthal's photo is also conveyed by lightening effects. White light, maybe 
the reflections from clouds or dust, surround the flag, which looks somewhat framed, as if 
underlined by the light. In Lowery's case, the light was more or less ‘normal,’ meaning that it 
did not  highlight  anything special,  and so the  photograph looks rather  ’normal‘,  too,  not 
outstanding, not especially interesting - at least someone from the press might have thought 
so. Additionally, Lowery’s photograph has none of the heroic attributes that would equal those 
of the other photograph113 which depicts a soldier with a gun in his hand – pointed right at the 
one who looks at it. This scene is threatening in its own special way, showing that America is 
still at war, that nothing is won, and that much can still be lost. Most importantly, it shows no 
hope,  yet  hope  is  exactly  what  the  audience  of  an  already war-sick  society  would  have 
needed.
To sum up,  Rosenthal  was,  at  least  to  some extent,  lucky when  taking  the  picture.  The 
atmosphere which is conveyed along with the technical reasons which have been pointed out 
certainly contributed to the fact that it was Rosenthal’s photograph which became renowned - 
an icon everyone within the shortest span of time got to know by then. 
3.4 The Flag-Raising and its Legacy
As much has been written about the immediate effects of the photograph and its usages, for 
instance, in the context of the US Marine Corps114, I will focus on more recent reprints and 
other forms of taking up the photo’s content and tranferring it to other contexts. Over time, the 
icon is still renowned, only the ways in which it is used differ. It is also interesting to ask 
oneself  what  role  the  picture  plays  nowadays,  which  is  why I  will  introduce  some quite 
113Thanks to Susanne Weigelin-Schwiedrzik for making me aware of this.
114Like in Dülffer (2008), chapters two to four, or various chapters in Marling & Wetenhall (1991).
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diverse material that I have found based on the picture. 
The first of the three picture shows an imitation of the flag-raising by using Lego minifigures, 
that  is,  construction  toys  manufactured  by  the  Lego  Group,  a  privately  held  company 
producing construction toy kits for children and youngsters based in Billund, Denmark. I have 
selected this picture of Iwo Jima not just because at first glance it seems to be quite funny, but 
also because it proves that it is possible to reconstruct history with practically any type of 
consumer goods.115 Reconstructions of such icons like Iwo Jima116 thus offer a new dimension, 
meaning  that  history  is  ‘used’ –  be  it  by  a  single  person  or  organisations;  for  instance, 
important events or monuments can be chosen by others to be set up in special theme-parks. 
People  visiting  these  theme  parks  are  thus  confronted  with  a  representation  of  what  are 
thought to be the most important cities, monuments, buildings, etc. of world history, while 
other events, places and so on are disregarded, the emphasis being put on others.117 
In my opinion, this is exactly how politics of history is done at the level of popular culture: 
making  history  –  a  pre-selected  version  of  history!  –  ‘visible’ for  everyone.  Especially 
children might find it funny to walk through a world which was reconstructed using their 
favourite toys. As easy as it seems to include something historical figures and events in parks 
like these, it is equally easy to leave something out. However, the Lego version of Iwo Jima 
shows that the picture has, over the years, not lost its iconographic power and that people still  
remember and refer  to  it.  At the same time,  it  also shows that  the event  and the picture 
depicting it are still important because it is precisely this event which was chosen, and not 
some other event. 
115Hariman / Lucaites cite events where the photo was reconstructed by using ice-cream, enormous cubes of 
normal ice, flowers etc. See p. 379 and p. 390, footnote 41. 
116On the same homepage where I found the Iwo Jima picture,  one can also find reconstructions of other 
famous photographs. 
117Two parks in the surrounding area do the same. The first one would be “Legoland“, a park that not only 
exists in Germany, but also in other countries (http://www.legoland.de). In the German version of the park 
there  is  a  section  called  “Miniland“,  where  representative  buildings  or  cities  of  the  entire  world  are 
reconstructed. Another park in Austria would be “Minimundus“ (http://www.minimundus.at/), an exhibition 
of the world’s most popular places, reconstructed on a small scale. Undoubtedly, there are other parks like 
these - I just wanted to cite some examples.
45
Iwo Jima in LEGO
(taken from http://eliciabuzz.wordpress.com/2008/08/21/famous-photos-of-the-lego-variety/, 
April 12, 2010)
Interestingly,  the  next  picture  I  have  chosen  is  more  ‘serious’ than  the  one  before.  The 
photograph clearly aludes to Iwo Jima, showing the same arrangement of soldiers – however, 
this time they are not standing around a flag, but are hoisting up a tool to go for oil. The place 
is unknown: it looks desert-like and may as well refer to Iraq or even Afghanistan, where the 
US has (not only recently) been involved in armed conflicts.118 Here, the – prior to this - 
publicly very positively connotated photograph of Iwo Jima is turned into something more 
critical or even negative. In this case, the allusion to the famous picture of the Pacific War is 
used for recent wars, with the aim being not to promote patriotism or American values, but to 
evoke criticism in people's minds. It is a polemic use of a picture that is highly connotated in a 
positive way and has always symbolised the American hero, bravery and the justice of a war.  
One questions which might arise when seeing this photo would be: What are possible reasons 
for  America’s  engagement  in  the  wars  mentioned  above?  The  picture  might  also  be 
understood as a criticism of US foreign politics, hinting at the fact that the USA is willing to 
make sacrifices for raw materials, as seems to be the main point here. 
118On the war in Afghanistan and the importance of the flag, see also an episode from the rather critical cartoon 
series Southpark: “Osama bin Laden Has Farty Pants“, Season 5, Episode 9.
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21st Century Iwo Jima
(taken from: http://blogs.ubc.ca/ross/2008/01/21st-century-iwo-jima/comment-page-2/, April 12, 2010)
The last picture I would like to discuss here is the cover of the US magazine Time, which used 
the famous photograph in order to demonstrate that another war is going on, namely that 
against global warming. In Time Magazine’s version of the photograph, the flag is replaced by 
a tree. I will not concern myself with the discussions that later came up regarding this edition
119, which of course brought the original again into the public; rather, I would like to point this 
version out as a further example of how such ‘historical’ and well-known icons also, after 
some time, come to have a life ‘of their own’ and are labelled as “usable“ for nearly any 
context. 
119See the article entitled “U.S. war veteran fury after Time magazine replaces flag with tree on Iwo Jima  
photo“,  published  in  Mail  online ,  April  18,  2008,  WWW: 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/worldnews/article-1015960/U-S-war-veteran-fury-Time-magazine-replace-
flag-tree-Iwo-Jima-photo.html#ixzz0lHSrMbcG (April 16, 2010).
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Time Magazine: How to Win The War On Global Warming
(taken from: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/worldnews/article-1015960/U-S-war-veteran-
fury-Time-magazine-  replace-flag-tree-Iwo-Jima-photo.html  , April 12, 2010)
Apart  from  these  representations,  the  flag-raising  was  reproduced  nearly  endlessly  in 
cartoons, comics and other forms of media. My main aim here was to give a few examples to 
illustrate  this.  As  can  be  seen  from  the  more  recent  photographs  discussed,  political  / 
historical icons, once famous, are hard to forget. 
3.5 Conclusion: So, why is “Flag-Eating“ Acceptable?
At the beginning of, I have referred to a screenshot from the animated sitcom The Simpsons, 
an episode in which Homer Simpson is about to eat a delicious potato chip depicting the 
raising of the flag on Iwo Jima. Like in the other examples discussed here, someone (in this 
case, the producers of the cartoon), have taken up the symbol to use it for the purposes of their 
story. I have also attempted to explain why Joe Rosenthal’s photograph became that famous 
and why it is still one of the best known and most seen / used icons of the Pacific War. 
I have approached the photograph from various angles. In my first approach, I have focused 
on the use of characteristics which define icons, meaning that I threw light upon how the 
photograph corresponds with every single point on a list of attributes ascribed to icons. The 
second approach to  the  photograph dealt  with  a  rather  unsuccessful  reproduction:  I  have 
discussed why the first photograph of the flag-raising, that is, Louis Lowery’s picture which 
was taken some hours before (before Rosenthal’s photograph?), did not become famous and 
how this was favourable to the second one shot by Rosenthal under different circumstances. 
In my third line of argumentation I have tried to show that Iwo Jima is still famous nowadays, 
not least for its usage in many different contexts - yet all of them still refer to the original,  
thereby reinforcing  the original photograph's status as a political icon.
However, by citing the ‘Homer Simpson case’, I have intended to show that there are also 
limits as far as the usage of such icons are concerned, which increase over time. We might 
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also speak of a certain kind of deconstruction of such icons: clearly, by eating the icon, what 
Homer Simpson really does is to deconstruct it,  proving with his act that the potato chip, 
much like the hype surrounding the photograph, is nothing more than someone’s constructed 
product. All the discussions and admirations, the use and forms of the icon were ‘invented’ by 
someone for a special purpose. Hariman & Lucaites also state: “The point of such cartoons is 
a critique of contemporary circumstances and in particular of self-interest behaviors that fail 
to live up to the ideals embodied in the original.“120 
In general  and taking the example of  the photograph in question,  the usage of icons  has 
become  increasingly  liberal.  What  needs  to  be  kept  in  mind  is  that  shortly  after  the 
photograph was published, calls for a stamp of the event eventually did really lead to the 
printing of a stamp (to which I have already referred to earlier). However, while many were in 
favour of such an enterprise, there were others who were against it, even writing the most hot-
blooded letters against the printing of such a stamp.121 Nowadays, ‘tolerance’ for such (more 
or less) ‘funny’ uses of formerly almost ‘sacred’ photographs has risen, as we can nowadays 
see Homer Simpson eating up the revered flag on national and even worldwide TV. 
Doubtlessly, it would be highly interesting to find more studies about historical and political 
icons and their most recent usages., examining topics such as the deconstruction of icons, 
their transformation into icons which either have a positive or a negative connotation, the use 
of icons in the public sphere (e.g. cartoons), and so on. To sum it up, an icon is never fixed or  
static; like history, it is continually transformed as time passes.
120Hariman & Lucaites (1991), p. 379.




4. Film and War: Brothers in Arms?
The twentieth century, a century of films, 
has also been a century of wars.
(Erik Barnouw)
4.1 Introductory Words
After our discussion of the media, iconography and the construction of myths in Chapters 2 
and 3, I will now proceed to an explanation of the methodological approach chosen for the 
purposes of this thesis. As has been mentioned before, I will make a comparison of different 
films in order to reach a better understanding of what war films were and what they are now, 
considering  them  not  only  in  their  respective  historical  and  cultural  contexts,  but  also 
comparing them to each other. I will thus trying to make clear if and how they differ when put 
in a more intercultural context. 
Especially in today’s world, wars resemble images, meaning that both past and current wars 
sweep through our living rooms and are something with which we are confronted on a daily 
basis. The wars which are presented to us in the comfort of our homes are shown on TV, on 
DVDs or via other electronic means, or in the 'old-fashioned' newspaper. As we have seen, not 
only photography was used to capture and preserve the vision of war and other traumatic 
events for posterity; films, too, have a long tradition of being used not only for propagandistic 
purposes, but also as ‘documentaries’ in order bring war into our reach. This process has, of 
course, not stopped until. The politics of war and history are strongly connected with the use 
of electronic media. The focus of this thesis is on fiction and films which were all made to be 
shown in the cinema. However, as will become apparent, they are also related to history and 
have their very own special place in history. To make a film is to make history, because what a 
director  does (and in this  respect,  he or she does not differ  much from a historian)  is  to 
interpret, or to reinterpret, the past. As Chambers and Culbert have put it: 
The public memory of war in the twentieth century has been created less from a 
remembered past than from a manufactured past, one substantially shaped by 
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images in documentaries, feature films, and television programs.122
In  films,  past  events  are  by  necessity  fictionalised:  for  instance,  characters  and  certain 
incidents which might have never existed or happened that way are invented. However, as the 
medium is a film, and as the audience is aware of the fact that what they are about to see is no 
documentary, they accept these ‘changes’ and take the film as it is. 
In section 4.2 I  will  review various definitions and understandings of what a  war film is 
exactly and of how it can be introduced into the study of history, as will be done in this very 
case. 
4.2 War Films as a Genre: What They Are and What They Look Like
4.2.1 On War and Anti-War Films
As an introduction and background to my later analysis, it is indispensable to present some 
key terms as far as the genre of war films is concerned. Before embarking upon an outline of  
the  basic  structures  and  features  of  war  films,  I  will  comment  on  some  interesting  and 
important  points  which  Jörn  Rüsen  has  made  in  his  articl  on  intercultural  comparative 
historiography. As this work should be a contribution to global history writing, it is vital to 
point out that it is not easy to make intercultural comparisons as I am striving to make, as one 
must always be aware of several difficulties described by Rüsen like this:
Intercultural comparison is a very sensitive matter. It touches the field of cultural 
identity  and  it  is  therefore  involved  in  power  struggles  among  different 
countries,  especially  with  respect  to  Western  dominance  and  non-Western 
resistance to it in a great many forms of intercultural relationship. But it is not 
only  political  struggle  for  power  which  renders  an  intercultural  comparison 
problematic  in  the  discipline  of  history.  Beyond  politics  there  is  an 
epistemological  difficulty  with  enormous  conceptual  and  methodological 
consequences for the humanities: every comparison is done in a given cultural 
context, so the culture is involved in the subject matter of the comparison itself. 
Historians looking at historical thought in other cultures normally do so through 
122Chambers, John Whiteclay II & Culbert, David: “Introduction“ in Chambers, John Whiteclay II & Culbert,  
David (eds): World War II, Film, and History. New York, Oxford University Press, 1996, p. 6.
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their own culture's idea of historiography.123 
In the  following analysis,  I  will  show that  there  is  no  significant  difference  between the 
structure of war films, their usage and basic concepts from one culture to another. Of course, 
no two war films are exactly alike, but interestingly, the key theme under consideration here,  
namely the construction and the passing on of myths, follows the same pattern in Chinese as  
well as US-American films. 
To begin with, much has been written about the origins of war films and the controversial 
term “anti-war film“.124 In her text about the problem of how to define the genre “war film“, 
Ulrike  Schwab  has  offered  the  following  observation:  war  films  were  originally  used  to 
criticise and condemn war, starting from World War I.125 However, this soon changed, with 
later war films generally giving their audience the impression of war being righteous and just:
Der Kriegsfilm nahm seinen Ausgang mit der Negation des Krieges, vollzog 
(metaphorisch  analog  zum Sündenfall)  den  Wechsel  zur  Rehabilitierung  des 
Krieges und verblieb auf dieser Position. Das Genre aktualisierte also bereits in 
seiner Frühphase sowohl das kritische als auch das affirmative Paradigma, in 
ebendieser Reihenfolge. Folglich kann der Anti-Kriegsfilm oder Antikriegsfilm 
nicht als eine eigenständige Genrebildung gelten, die sich als ethisch begründete 
Folgeerscheinung  des  Kriegsfilms  herausgebildet  hat,  sondern  lediglich 
verstanden werden als  eine kritische Spielart  des prototypischen Kriegsfilms, 
die zu jeder Produktionszeit auf dessen historisch gegebene ideelle Ursprünge 
verweist.  Mit  dieser  genregeschichtlichen  Grundlegung  entfiele  bei  der 
Fachdiskussion von Kriegsfilmen prinzipiell die strapaziöse und nie gelingende 
Abgrenzungspraxis, den Anti-Kriegsfilm betreffend.126
When discussing the war film as a genre, the most obvious problem, according to Schwab, 
123Rüsen, Jörn: “Some Theoretical Approaches to Intercultural Comparative Historiography“ in  History and 
Theory, Vol. 35, No. 4, Theme Issue 35: Chinese Historiography in Comparative Perspective (Dec., 1996), p. 
7, online version, stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/2505441.  
124In his most recent publication „Antikriegsfilm: Zur Ästhetik, Geschichte und Theorie einer filmhistorischen 
Praxis“ (2011), which unfortunately could not be considered any more for this thesis, Burkhard Röwekamp 
attempts to define and justify the anti-war film as a genre equal to the war film, using several examples to  
describe its evolution, specific features, etc. For a better understanding of the term and further, more detailed  
discussion, future publications in this field might take into account Röwekamp’s work.
125Ibid, p. 314.
126Schwab, Ulrike: „Der Kriegsfilm. Historisch-kritische Reflexionen zur Bestimmung eines Genres.“ in Buck, 
Matthias  /  Hartling,  Florian  /  Pfau,  Sebastian  (eds.):  Randgänge  der  Mediengeschichte.  Verlag  für 
Sozialwissenschaften, Wiesbaden, 2010, pp. 315-316.
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concerns the split of the genre into a (pro-)war and anti-war films. In Schwab’s opinion, the 
anti-war film cannot be thought of as a genre completely independent  from the war film 
genre. She justifies her argument by saying that:
Wie  anhand  des  fachwissenschaftlichen  Diskurses  aufgezeigt  wurde,  beruht 
diese konzeptuelle Trennung auf dem wertenden Vorurteil, dass der Kriegsfilm 
legitimatorisch, kriegsbefürwortend und unkritisch sei, der Anti-Kriegsfilm die 
Unzulässigkeit  des Krieges verficht.  Mit  dieser  Trennung aber kompensieren 
wir nur ein uneingestandenes kulturelles Unbehagen am Kriegsfilm, der uns in 
der  audiovisuellen  Medienform  einer  ernsten  Sache  wie  Krieg  mit  Genuss 
beiwohnen lässt.127
Schwab argues that, depending on the opinion(s) of the producer, director, script-writer, etc., a 
war film can have an affirmative or critical approach or attitude towards war:
Der Intention der Produzenten oder dem Stand der öffentlichen Verarbeitung 
eines Krieges folgend, zeigt seine filmische Darstellung eine affirmative bzw. 
eine  kritische  Tendenz.  Kriegsfilme  nehmen  Stellung  zum  Krieg.  Zugleich 
unterlaufen bzw. überschreiten Kriegsfilme das nationale Konzept durch ihre 
transnationale Distribution, d.h. sie wirken transnational affirmativ bzw. werden 
transnational hinterfragbar.128
Interestingly, as Schwab has pointed out, due to their transnational distribution, the potential 
national  characteristic  of  war  films  is  transgressed  or  undermined.  As  their  widespread 
distribution would turn them into affirmative films (pro-war films) on a transnational basis, 
they can be examined in a transnational way.129 
127Ibid, pp. 317-318.
128Ibid, p. 319.
129As for the recent production of war films, it would certainly be interesting to enquire which war was the last 
to be made into a film by various countries, which, as I believe, would give us valuable information about  
what is still of special historical and political importance to these countries nowadays. An analysis of these  
films would throw light upon how, in terms of propaganda, these films might be used to influence public  
opinion. Such an analysis would also give us an insight into how a certain war is perceived by academic  
circles and different political groups. A quick research on the Internet shows that not surprisingly, the recent 
war film production in Germany focuses on the Second World War, with movies such as Die Gustloff (2008) 
or  Die Brücke  (2008); however, there are also  Der Rote Baron  (2008) about World War I or  John Rabe 
(2009), which, in fact, is a German-French-Chinese co-production about the Second Sino-Japanese War. As  
for the recent US-American film production, one can find several films about the war against Iraq and the  
war in Afghanistan, such as  Brothers  (2009),  Green Zone (2010),  The Hurt Locker (2010), etc. One of the 
more recent Japanese war films is Caterpillar (キャタピラー , 2010), which deals with the Second Sino-
Japanese War. Interestingly, Austrian war films are quite rare. After the new millenium, we only find (as far  
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As  has  been  pointed  out  in  the  introducion,  films,  especially  mainstream  films,  that  is, 
commercial films which have a  wide release and are shown in first run theatres, follow a 
certain model to a certain extent. As Basinger (amongst others) has argued, war films do so, 
too.130 In her book on films about World War II, she states:
The pattern of the World War II combat movies is now the most common pattern 
for all combat movies. [...] The war film itself does not exist a coherent generic 
form. Differnt wars inspire different genres. 'War' is a setting, and it is also an 
issue. [...] That, before World War II, this combat genre did not exist.131
However, it  is important to keep in mind that Basinger focuses solely on American war / 
combat films. Nevertheless she lists a great number of features which might correspond and 
can thus be assigned to other (national) conventions of film-making, which will be shown in 
my analysis.
As Klein, Stiglegger and Traber have argued, the history of war and the history of war films 
are closely interlinked:
Der  Zugang  zum  Genre  führt  uns  über  die  Geschichte  des  Krieges.  Der 
Kriegsfilm  ist  zu  verstehen  als  filmische  Reflexion  technisierter  moderner 
Kriege seit dem Ersten Weltkrieg. Der Krieg im Kriegsfilm handelt immer auch 
von der Moderne und der spezifischen Entwicklung von Nationalstaaten.132
For our purposes, it is  helpful to take into account Basinger's book about the World War II 
combat film (2003). Basically, some characteristics of the genre are to create reality and to 
as fiction is concerned; some of the films cannot be referred to as war films in the sense of showing combat  
scenes and great battles)  Der Untergang (2004), a co-production between Austria, Germany and Italy, and 
Die Fälscher (2007), a German-Austrian co-production, Before that, Berge in Flammen (1931), a film about 
World War I, has to be mentioned. However, some films relating to World War II have been produced, like 
Hasenjagd – Vor lauter Feigheit gibt es kein Erbarmen (1994).
130For some reasons, sources especially about the Vietnam War in film and media are found easily. Some books 
focus exclusively or to a great extent on the realisation and attributes of films about the Vietnam War, mostly  
from a western (but nontheless critical) point of view, as, for instance, the studies of Stefan Reinecke (1993) 
and Dittmar (2000). For an analysis on a smaller scale, see also Heller / Röwekamp / Steinle (2007).  
131Basinger, Jeanine: The World War II Combat Film. Anatomy of a Genre. Middletown, Wesleyan University 
Press, 2003, pp. 9-13.
132Klein, Thomas / Stiglegger, Marcus / Traber, Bodo: „Motive und Genese des Kriegsfilms. Ein Versuch.“ in 
Heller, Heinz-B. / Röwekamp, Burkhard / Steinle, Matthias (ed): All Quiet on the Genre Front? Zur Praxis  
und Theorie des Kriegsfilms. Marburg, Schüren Verlag, 2007, p. 14.
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relate this filmed reality to historical reality. It is also possible for an official reality to be 
replaced by a filmed version of a war, leading to the more experimental method of inverting 
and testing the filmed reality in public.133 The fact that “genre is alive“134 also justifies my 
selection of films for the case studies, because only by comparing older and more recent war 
films in their respective historical contexts can changes be made visible. Machura and Voigt 
have pointed out,  too,  that  war  films in  particular  are  a  good starting place to  study the 
dissemination of propaganda, cliches and the construction and concept of the enemy.135 
In the following, I will give an overview of the figures, modes of narration of combat films.  
The charts below primarily follow the elements traced out by Basinger (2003).
4.2.2 The Specific Attributes of Combat Films
To begin with, there are always a couple of characters involved (in action) in a combat film 
which deserve to  be looked at  more closely.  Meaning is  not  only given to the film by a 
characterisation of the ‘participants’,  but also by the order in which they die (or survive) 
throughout the film. The varying of this structure, that is, the order of life and death, will add 
new meanings to a film as the evolution of war film genre goes on.136. According to Basinger, 
the most important figures in combat films are:137
− the dead father figure
− the hero
− the hero's adversary
− the noble sacrifice
− the old man / the youth
− the immigrant representative
− the comedian
− the peace lover
133Basinger (2003), p. 193.
134Ibid, p. 252.
135Machura,  Stefan /  Voigt,  Rüdiger:  „Krieg im Film. Der Ewige Kampf des  'Guten'  gegen das 'Böse'.“  in 
Machura, Stefan / Voigt, Rüdiger (eds): Krieg im Film. Münster, Lit Verlag, 2005, p. 10. 
136Basinger (2003), p. 52.
137Taken from ibid, pp. 48. Basinger established this list using the movie Bantaan (1942, by Tay Garnett) as an 
example. Of course, this list is subject to alterations, and not every figure included has to make an appearance 
in every war or combat film.
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− the minority representative.
Other figures appearing in war films, though probably not that often in typical combat films,  
are relatives of the soldiers. What is to be noted in this context is especially the role of women 
(such as the hero’s mother, his wife or girlfriend, etc.), because these figures allow us to gain 
a better insight into gender role models,.138 
The enemy is often anonymous, faceless being.139 Most war films promote the image of an 
enemy that, while being present, is never actually seen. If he is seen, he is most likely to be 
dead, captured or the like; the enemy in typical war films is anything but human. In my 
further analysis I will attempt to reveal whether this still is the case and what has or has not 
changed throughout the last decades.
Basinger has also proposed a scheme of the basic narrative structures and elements of combat 
films. In my opinion, her scheme is a very useful one, as it allows one to make an analytical 
comparison of war films allows one to evaluate the characteristics of old and more recent war 
films. Some basic features of combat films are the following:140
− The group as a democratic ethnic mix.
− A hero who is part of the group, but is forced to separate 
himself from it because of the demands of leadership.
− The objective.
− The internal group conflicts.
− The faceless enemy.
− The absence of women.
− The need to remember and discuss home, and the dangers 
involved in doing so.
− The  typical  war  iconography  and  narrative  patterns  of 
conflicting and opposite natures.
− In a last stand, they win or lose; in a journey, they also win 
138An example of such gendered roles in war films would be Pearl Harbour (2001) by Michael Bay. 
Concerning the stereotype of the male protagonist and the different types of warrior, Marcus Kleiner’s (2010)  
analysis  gives  an interesting insight  into how masculinity is  constructed in  films from different  regions  
worldwide. According to Kleiner, the focus on the protagonist’s body plays an essential role in how the hero 
is perceived.
139Basinger (2003), p.56.
140The list here is partly quoted from Basinger (2003), pp. 56-57. Some key terms and thoughts, which will be  
the subject of further analysis in this thesis, were marked in bold by the author.
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or lose.
− Propaganda, the discussion of why we fight and how 
justified it is.
− The events combatants can enact in their restricted state: 
writing and receiving letters, cooking, eating...
− The attitudes that an audience should take to the war 
are taught through events, conversations, and actions.
− The  tools  of  the  cinema  are  employed  to  manipulate 
viewers into various emotional,  cultural,  and intellectual  attitudes,  and to 
help achieve all the other goals.
− Information  the  audience  already  has  in  terms  of  prior 
films, stories,... is put to use.
− A  location  in  time,  place,  and  military  service  is 
established, aided by maps, military advisors, and official dedications.
− Death.
For  my  analysis,  I  have  carefully  selected  seven  aspects  which  I  believe  to  be  most 
appropriate and revealing when analysed in the films under consideration.141 Needless to say, 
referring to all these aspects mentioned above in great detail in my analysis would by far 
exceed the scope of this thesis. Nonetheless, my selection of these aspects will enable me to 
offer much interesting insight for a final comparison of the American and Chinese films.
As Basinger makes clear, from an analytic point of view, combat films follow more or less the 
same pattern. Of course, as stated in an extra chapter142, there are also variations of the genre; 
for instance, war films might include elements of comedy and musicals, and there has been an 
emergence of war films with a focus on women. There are also several waves of combat films 
(Basinger distinguishes five waves from the beginning to present times)143. 
4.2.3 Introduction to the Analysis-Scheme
In  the  war  film  scheme  there  will  be  several  points  of  major  and  minor  interest.  Most 
importantly, I will concern myself with the construction of memory, myth and the audience’s 
141Ibid, p. 61.
142Ibid, pp. 199-235, “Variations of Genre“.
143Ibid, pp. 110.
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attitude towards history. Some minor points will deal with various other common features of 
war films. The overall question will be whether intercultural aspects can be determined in the 
films, and if so, what this tells us about the director’s intentions and the message conveyed by 
the film. Also, a comparison of how the use of certain schemes has changed over time and of 
how attitudes towards the enemy has changed in more recent films will be made. 
1. The objective: 
why do we fight and 
how is it justified?
A  very  important  feature  of  any  war  film  is,  of  course,  the 
justification  of  the  cause:  Why is  there  a  war  going  on?  Who  is 
responsible and who is guilty? How are the soldiers kept in a good 
mood so as not to despair, but keep fighting? Every war (supposedly) 
has a cause,  which the film wants to communicate.  Historical  and 
filmic reasons for a war often merge in war films. More often than 
not  the  underlying  reasons  why  a  war  is  fought  favour  the 
protagonists and make the enemy appear in a bad light.
2. Propaganda and 
how it is conveyed 
to the audience – 
teaching the 
audience the 
importance of a war
The propagandistic aspect of war films differs slightly from the “why 
we  fight“-agenda.  Patriotism  is  shown  and  exemplified  to  the 
audience through the lives of one or more characters, and national 
symbols, emblems and icons are used to ‘win’ the audience’s favour. 
Those  who  watch  the  film  are  expected  to  identify  with  the 
protagonists  and,  at  best,  not  show sympathy for  the  cause of  the 
enemy. This is a very common feature in older war films. Films from 
more  recent  decades  do  question  the  rightness  of  the  cause  and 
provide  the  audience  with  glimpses  into  how  the  ‘other  side’ 
experienced the conflict (Platoon  [1986], although not about World 
War II,  would be a suitable example.).  The pro-war propaganda of 
former  times  is  questioned,  critique  is  articulated  in  a  way  best 
described  as  anti-war  propaganda  (as  for  the  Vietnam  War, 
Apocalypse Now has been described as a typical anti-war film144). 
3. The hero as a 
crucial figure for 
identification
Clearly, the hero is a central character in a war film, as he normally is 
a role model conveying certain values such as strength and patriotism 
to the audience. He is a functional part of the ‘clockwork’ of a warm 
film, and provides the audience with a figure with which they can 
144For a discussion of the problematic usage of this term, see chapter 4.2.
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identify. 
4. The (anonymous, 
nameless, faceless) 
enemy 
Interestingly, in many war films, one will never catch a glimpse of the 
enemy. Sometimes merely very stereotypical features are presented, 
or the enemy is shown dead or not at all. All this makes the enemy 
seem like someone terrifying and certainly like a bad person, which 
would justify their killing – the idea being that killing a ‘bad’ person 
does not make the murderer a bad person. We will also see that in 
recent war films, the modes of representation have changed so that 
the enemy is finally shown in a different light.
5. Letters and the 
importance of 
writing them home
War films without a scene in which one of the soldiers is writing a 
letter home are quite rare, as the act of sending a letter to one’s family 
and friends is not only a way of staying in contact with them and 
maybe  even  reality,  but  also  a  way of  showing  what  family  and 
friends represent, namely the mother country and everything related 
to it. It is this wish to keep in touch with what one knows and is used 
to, especially in times of trouble, which is quite comprehensible.
6. Nature as “the 
other“ enemy
Battles and wars are not always fought in the soldier's home country. 
Different  environmental  conditions  and  surroundings  abroad  may 
seem  strange  to  a  foreigner  and  might  even  be  hindering  and 
annoying. Consequently, in a war, a soldier might not only have to 
fight an actual enemy in person, but also another enemy of a different 
kind:  nature,  which  is  likely  to  make  the  entire  operation  more 
difficult.
7. The great final 
combat and death
In the vast majority of war films,  one finds (although not always at 
the end of the film) a crucial combat scene, in which the destiny of 
the protagonists is drawn anew. In certain cases, some of the most 
important events are presented in these final battles, as people might 
get lost, become prisoners, or die. The outcome of the battle often has 
a great impact on the events following afterwards; in other cases, the 
final combat constitutes the actual ending of the film.
To conclude, this scheme can not only be found in war films in general, but also in quite 
reduced time spans, for instance, in films which belong to a different genre, but still include 
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parts about a war (one example would be Forrest Gump [1994]). Also, there are extensions of 
this scheme, as is the case in mini-series145 such as Band of Brothers (2001) or, to give an even 
more recent example,  The Pacific (2010) – a series which is also related to the topic under 
consideration in this thesis and might therefore be used as a reference. In these mini-series, 
the same scheme is  applied,  using a  longer  timespan and giving  room for  more detailed 
explanations and elaborations of various points. In The Pacific, for instance, every episode is 
used to present a certain stage of the Pacific War from the point of view of the United States. 
In a film, this would not have been possible to such an extent. 
4.3 Further Questions
As Chambers & Culbert (1996) have observed, “[e]very work of art reflects the society and 
the culture in which it is created”146. They proceed by stating that  “[t]hus such works can 
serve  as  historical  sources.  To  the  degree  that  a  particular  film or  video  also  influences 
people's  attitudes  and  behavior,  it  can  be  seen  as  a  historic  force  as  well  as  a  historical 
document.”147
In addition, they propose some useful questions which anyone interpreting a film of a certain 
period should ask themselves:148
− Who made the film and why?
− Did the filmmakers have a political agenda, either conscious of unconscious?
− What  does  the  history of  the  production  suggest  about  conflicts  at  the  time  between 
political and artistic goals?
− How do they contribute to the contested interpretations of the past?
In order to gain a deeper understanding of how a film impacts upon its viewers, it is important 
not only to examine the film, but also to take into consideration its social,  historical and 
145A mini-series is defined as “[...] a narrative drama designed to be broadcast in a limited number of episodes. 
If the distinction is maintained between ‘series’ (describing a group of self-contained episodes) and ’serial’ (a 
group of interconnected episodes), the term ’mini-series’ is an acknowledged misnomer, for the majority of 
broadcast  material  presented  in  the  genre  is  in  fact  produced  in  serial  form.“ 
(http://www.museum.tv/eotvsection.php?entrycode=miniseries; accessed on March 12, 2011).




cultural context(s). Thus, the questions quoted above will be of concern later on in this thesis 




5. War Against Japan: US-American Impressions of the 
War
The medial representations of the Pacific War from a US-perspective are rather numerous. 
Every once in  a  while  a  new film provides  the devoted watcher  with a  slightly different 
version of what happened during World War II in the Pacific. Most of those films start with 
either Pearl Harbour or relate to the battle of Iwo Jima (or other important islets).
As I have already treated the case of Iwo Jima above, and as in recent years some innovative 
films  have  been  produced,  I  will  proceed  to  focus  on  this  matter.  The  battle  might  be 
outstanding  in  some  way,  as  it  took  the  Americans  forty  days  to  conquer  the  island  – 
something which Roehrs & Renzi also point out:
It took a full forty days to conquer the island, although on February 23 five 
marines raised the American flag on Mount Suribachi, a scene immortalized 
in what became the most reproduced photograph of the war.149  
Both battles, Pearl Harbour on the one hand and Iwo Jima on the other, are decisive stages in 
the US-Japanese war.150 The historical importance of these battles may contribute to the fact 
that a relatively high number of American war films about the Second World War relate to 
them.
The first film I am going to analyse is Sands of Iwo Jima, directed by Allan Dwan only a few 
years after the end of the war. Under the catch phrase of 'A Great Human Story Makes a 
Mighty Motion Picture', and playing with the fact that people still remembered very well the 
heroes that were raising the flag on Iwo Jima, Sands of Iwo Jima tells the story of a platoon 
and his heroic leader who are training to finally end up on Iwo Jima, fighting and dying for 
their  country.  As  the  film was  produced  with  financial  and  technological  aid  of  the  US 
Marines151, the outcome focuses rather on the American side and losses during the war, laying 
149Roehrs, Mark D. / Renzi, William A.: World War II in the Pacific. New York, M. E. Sharpe, 2004, p. 201. 
150Ibid, p. 8. For more details about the historical circumstances, see for example: Sagan, Scott D.: „The Origins 
of the Pacific War“ in Journal of Interdisciplinary History, Vol. 18, No. 4, The Origin and Prevention of 
Major Wars, (Spring, 1988), stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/204828, pp. 893-922; Burrell, Robert S.: 
„Breaking the Cycle of Iwo Jima Mythology“ in The Journal of Military History, Vol. 68, No. 4, (Oct., 2004), 
stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3396966, pp. 1143-1186.
151Marling / Wetenhall (1991) dedicated a chapter to this film.
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special emphasis on the heroism of the US Marine Corps.
The second and third films, both directed by Clint Eastwood, show a more modern account of 
what happened or might have happened on Iwo Jima.152 The two related films, Flags of Our  
Fathers  and Letters from Iwo Jima tell the story from two different points of view, the first 
one focusing on the American soldiers and questioning the figure of the hero, which, in any 
case,  is  more  a  construction that  was made up than  anything else;  the second film,  shot  
entirely in Japanese (but subtitled later), tries to give an accurate account of how the Japanese 
side might have experienced the war on the small island. Both films play an outstanding role, 
as we will see later, in depicting the battle of Iwo Jima.  
5.1 Sands of Iwo Jima: Post-War Reflections on the Pacific War
5.1.1 Film Analysis
Official poster
(taken from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sands_of_Iwo_Jima, January 10, 2011)
152Official website of the film: http://wwws.warnerbros.co.jp/iwojima-movies/ (January 10, 2011).
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Before analysing the points mentioned in Chapter 4, I will introdruce the basic structure of the 
film, thus being able to make a structural comparison of all films at the end. This will reveal 
more about the changing habits of making war films as well  as cultural differences when 
dealing with war in motion pictures. It has to be noted that this is not a sequence protocol, it is 
just the rough structure and will tell us more about the content of the film. Every point here 
treats a new topic in the film, so we might say that these points are thematic units. Also, the 
indications of time are just approximate, as the most important aspect for our purposes is the 
topic of each sequence.  
Unit no. (time) Unit topic 
1
(00:00:00-00:07:00)
At first, we see the film's credits and dedication. The film clearly is 
related from the beginning with the United States Marine Corps, as 
the background music also shows us. The Marines' Hymn will be 
played more often throughout the film. The dedication goes to the 
US-Marine Corps, too. 
After the initial credits, the film starts. We find the main characters 
in a camp in New Zealand, where they are introduced to us – they 
tell us where they come from, what they do here, and what their 




As the  marines  still  are  at  a  base camp,  there  is  also a  training 
session. The second part shows us the training they receive. 
3
(00:12:00-00:16:00)
In the third part,  after  the training,  the soldiers  have talks about 
private matters, they make jokes and talk about their normal lives. 
The  audience  also  is  familiarised  with  some  of  the  problems 
between members of the troop.
4
(00:16:00-00:23:00)
The soldiers have the night off and are allowed to go into the next 
town to have some fun. Here, the main love story that will develop 
during the rest of the film is introduced. 
5
(00:23:00-00:29:00)







The  soldiers  are  being  shipped to  Tarawa.  The  first  part  of  this 
longer unit takes place on a ship, the second one of battle scenes 




Still on Tarawa, new plans are made. The soldiers are told to hold 




After the first enemy-contact, the troop is sent back to a camp, but 
this time they are stationed on Hawaii. New people join the troop, 




In the next part, the soldiers get a few days off. Most of them are 
going to Honolulu. In this scenes, the audience gets to know the 
hero of the film, Stryker, better. We learn that seemingly he is not 
that cold and untouchable as he pretended to be at first.
11
(01:16:00-01:37:00)
More  training  takes  places,  followed by the  shipping out  of  the 
soldiers as they head for Iwo Jima. These sequences take place on a 
ship, where plans are being made clear to the soldiers, and then the 
landing on the island. Some of the main characters die.
12
(01:37:00-01:45:00)
The last part mainly consists of fighting on Iwo Jima and the final 
taking of  Mount  Suribachi.  The  film ends  with  the  famous  flag 
raising on Suribachi,  followed anew by the Marine's  Hymn. The 
hero dies,  but,  as the final message seems to be,  there are more 
heroic Americans out there who are willing to fight and to protect 
their country.
Other general observations are that the language used in the film is rather harsh, often in slang 
and regional accents. This strategy gives the film a realistic touch, making clear that soldiers 
came from every state within the United States, and that there were many different social 
classes involved in the fighting (reaching from the immigrant to the intelligent youngster). 
The language used in the dialogues is not very elaborate: people speak in short sentences or, 
as the example of the off-voice shows, in some kind of monologues. 
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Throughout the film we also see some real battle scenes that were obviously filmed during the 
war. As the film counted on the help of the US-Marines,  it  should have been easy to get 
original footage that could be included in the film to make it seem more realistic. One can 
note the difference between the film and the war footage, as the latter seem rather blurry and 
more naturalistic than the rest of the film. One notes that people were not acting there, but that 
we  see  original  documents  from the  war.  These  details  will  be  discussed  further  in  the 
following analysis.
5.1.1.1 The Objective
Word War II had just  ended when  Sands of Iwo Jima  was filmed. Treating a famous and 
important battle of the Pacific War, it must have been still a vivid memory in people's minds. 
The film poster also showed the by now famous iconography of the battle, that is, the flag 
raising on Mount Suribachi. Thus the genre of the film was made clear from the beginning.
The objective of the film is made in its promotional poster. The question of „Why we fight“ 
does not explicitly show up during the film; an answer to the question might be found in the 
credits, where extra space for a dedication of the film to the Marine Corps is made: „To the 
United States Marine Corps whose exploits and valor have left a lasting impression on the 
world and in the hearts of their countrymen. [...]“. [00:01:21-00:01:38]
As the war was still  a very recent topic,  I suppose there was no need for answering this  
question directly in some sort  of speech or throughout the dialogues. Also the music,  the 
Marines' Hymn, makes it clear that it is a patriotic film, and that those men in the film want to  
give tribute to those who actually fought – and died – for their country. 
5.1.1.2 Propaganda
Concerning propaganda, we can say that Sands of Iwo Jima is clearly a pro-war film, trying to 
make people  believe  that  the  war  with  Japan and especially the  battle  on Iwo Jima  was 
necessary to protect the mother country. In the film we are confronted with several things that 
have strong patriotic value, also some remarks are made and symbols shown that transfer a 
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strong propagandistic message. When seeing the film it is made very clear that there can just 
be one winner, that this winner is America and that other nations are, if not barbarians, at least 
not as highly developed as the United States. 
In my analysis of the photographs taken on Iwo Jima furhter above (Chapter 3), I have already 
discussed the role of the flag. In this film, too, the flag plays a special role, on the one hand  
because  it  is  used  to  end  the  film heroically  [01:43:00-01:45:00],  as  the  flag  raising  on 
Suribachi is enacted. On the other hand, it appears already prior to that scene, for example, 
when one of the Marines shows his immigrant collegue how to fold a flag correctly [00:32:23-
00:32:54]. In the same scene, we hear a notion of the wish to “americanise“ the world, as the 
flag-keeper says that he wants to put this flag up at the Time Square of Tokyo so that his 
comrade has to respond that there is no such square in Tokyo. The answer to this is that “[...]  
there will be one when I get there“ [ibid.].
The music in the film also plays an important role. Very often the hymn that we also hear in 
the beginning is repeated; at the end of the film, one surely is able to sing along with it. The 
rest of the soundtrack is orchestra music, but its style is very monumental, military-like. The 
great number of wind instruments is a characteristic feature of that.
Further above the role of the flag was already discussed when I analysed the photographs 
taken on Iwo Jima. Also in this film the flag plays a special role, on the one hand because it is  
used  to  end  the  film  heroically  [01:43:00-01:45:00],  as  the  flag  raising  on  Suribachi  is 
enacted. On the other hand, it appears already before that scene, for example when one of the 
Marines shows his immigrant collegue how to fold a flag correctly [00:32:23-00:32:54]. In 
the same scene, we hear a notion of the wish to „americanise“ the world, as the flag-keeper 
says that he wants to put this flag up at the Time Square of Tokyo, so that his comrade has to 
respond that there is no such square in Tokyo. The answer to this is that „[...] there will be one 
when I get there“ [ibid.].  
Other points that would contribute to the film propagandistic function are, for example, when 
one of  the soldiers speaks of „god-given rights under  a  democratic  form of government“ 
[01:15:00-01:15:40], thus clearly referring to the form of government that exists in the USA 
and that he considers as the best. Other governments may be considered as of less value.
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5.1.1.3 The Hero
The hero of this film is, clearly, Sergeant John M. Stryker (John Wayne), a war-experienced 
and tough looking guy who leads his men in a strong, but also kind of fatherly manner. During 
the film, we get to know him more and more, and the rather cold and hard attitude he shows at 
the beginning starts to faint. It is made clear to the audience that even he has weaknesses – 
alcohol is one of those, as made clear in the episode where he gets drunk on leave and his men 
have to cover him up [00:16:00-00:23:00]. We know that he has a wife and a son, but that at  
the same time his relationship to them is not very good, as he tries to reach his son, but his son 
never responds to his letters. 
While he has some personal conflicts within the corps, too, and tries to train his soldiers as 
best as possible, he also shows concern for them, as he acts like a father and trying to help 
them as best as he can [00:26:30; 00:28:40; 00:37:00]. The fact that he seems to miss his wife 
and, more, his son, reveals us his weaknesses and the kind side of the otherwise very cold 
man. So in this film the hero is a strong man, physically and in will, that has, nevertheless, a  
very human side. The episode where he gets to know Mary and finds out that she has a son, 
too, shows us this very well [01:08:00-01:13:29]. 
Stryker  is  also  an  experienced  soldier.  He  shows  this  many  times  throughout  the  film, 
especially during the combat scenes. A good example for both his knowledge as a soldier and 
the concern for his troop is shown during one scene on Tarawa, where he tries not to fall into a 
trap, an „old jap trick“, but intends to stay as calm as possible, not endangering himself or 
anyone else [00:54:00-00:56:57]. 
Finally,  the death of this  hero is  unavoidable.  This  death,  which occurs on top of Mount 
Suribachi shortly before the film ends, really makes a hero out of him. The American flag is  
raised immediately after his death,  thus implying that he did not die in vain.  His soldiers 




In this film, the enemy obviously plays an important role: the Japanese soldiers are seen as 
bad, malicious people, maybe even as not really human but as people without culture, morals 
and dignity. Japanese soldiers are just shown three times throughout the entire film [00:50:20; 
01:29:00;  01:39:00],  where  they look rather  stylised,  even comical,  and are  killed  within 
seconds.  They do not  have  a  chance,  as  the  film tells  us,  against  the  superior  American 
marine.  Although their  fighting skills  are  not  to  be underestimated  – since they give  the 
arriving soldiers on both Tarawa and Iwo Jima a hard time – they are not shown as people or 
soldiers one should take very seriously. The music which accompanies personal attacks made 
by Japanese soldiers is more comical than anything else. This also conveys the idea that those 
assaults are nothing an American soldier could not handle to the audience.
That the enemy is someone to despice is also seen in the commentaries some of the soldiers 
make. For example, one of the soldiers says: „Turns out I don't know what I hate more – him 
or  the  nips!“  [00:08:43-00:08:47].  Later,  more  insulting  commentaries  are  made  about 
Japanese people, their culture and language as well [00:34:00f.]. 
In one of the battle scenes it is also made clear that every means, as brutal as it may be, is fine 
to fight the enemy. The American soldiers use flamethrowers to kill Japanese soldiers in their 
„mailboxes“ [01:33:00], they make death counts [01:18:00], and, as cited above, there are also 
wishes  to  Americanise  the  country.  Thus,  Americans  are  seen  as  the  superior  people,  a 
common characteristic in war. It leads the audience to support the „good guys“, in this case, 
the US-Marines. 
5.1.1.5 Letters
Also in Sands of Iwo Jima mail from home plays an important role. Several times in the film, 
the soldiers are standing before the post box, anxious to see if there would be some letters for  
them from home  [00:13:10;  01:06:10].  Letters  from home,  from the  „state-side“,  are  an 
important feature, as they connect the soldiers that are far away from home with their country. 
Relatives, beloved ones, they all write letters to their men at the front, may they be husbands, 
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fathers, sons or boyfriends. Thus, the soldiers can stay in contact with their country, they get  
the newest information of what is going on there, and also they get a feeling of home and 
belonging – at least for some while, as they know that somebody is waiting for them to come 
back.
In this film, there is also a special letter, that is the letter from Stryker to his son that the other  
soldiers find after their leader is shot down [01:41:45-01:43:22]. This letter is crucial, because 
it can be seen as an apology – not only for Stryker being a bad father and role model, but also,  
at  a  higher  level,  as  depicting  the  injustice,  or  at  least  senselessness,  of  the  war  and its 
implications.
   
5.1.1.6 Nature
Besides  the  mortal  enemy,  there  is  also  nature  that  can  be  seen  as  an  enemy.  American 
soldiers, as is also made obvious in the film, are not used to several conditions that await them 
in the Pacific region. Some of these conditions are the heat, the sand on the shores which 
seems to be different from the sand they know, and most significantly, the unique soil of Iwo 
Jima, which is a mixture of volcanic ashes and very fine sand [01:25:55f]. The sand, because 
of  its  consistance,  poses  difficulties  to  the  soldiers  and  makes  the  whole  island  rather 
uninhabitable.
5.1.1.7 Big Final Combat 
In this film we also recognise what we called the „big final combat“, the final battle of the  
film, including the death of the hero [01:41:18] and the victory or defeat of the protagonists. 
In this case, there obviously was a victory, as the final scenes also include the flag raising 
[01:41:23-01:45:00],  which  is  the  most  important  event  at  the  end  of  the  film  (besides 
Stryker's death) and gives new hope and motivation to the soldiers. 
The finale starts around [01:37:00], when the soldiers take Mount Suribachi. In this segment, 
also the flag raising appears, and it reminds the audience of the famous Rosenthal-photograph, 
as they enacted it in the film. But not only this photograph finds it's place in the film, there are 
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also shots  that  remind us  of  the  first  photograph.  So we see  that  both  photographs were 
included in the film. The flat raising, here, is something heroic, as we can see in the faces of 
the soldiers,  and it  gives them the will  and strength to carry on. The message,  as I  have 
already pointed out, is some kind of „It wasn't easy, but we were victorious“. Of course the 
film does not show how the fighting went on for several weeks more, it just ends with the flag 
and the soldiers disappearing into the dust.
5.2 Flags of Our Fathers: New Approaches to a Myth 
5.2.1 Film Analysis
Official poster
(taken from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flags_of_Our_Fathers_%28film%29, January 10, 2011)
Before analysing the film Flags of Our Fathers in detail, I want to outline the basic structure 
of the film. It is difficult to chart this in the same way that I did for Sands of Iwo Jima above 
as the structure of this film is more complex. The film is set in three different periods: the 
present (around the year 2000), the war in the Pacific, and the post-war period.
The different streams of action should also be differentiated. The first layer is about James 
Bradley, the son of one of the flag raisers, who tries to record the story down after the death of 
his father. This part of the film has a documentary feel to it as it includes fictive interviews 
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with the still  living flag-raisers, as well as some short sequences where Rosenthal tells us 
about the importance of pictures, and how they can win or lose a war [00:01:53-00:04:29]. 
Thus, already in the first few minutes of the film, the constructdedness of history and tellings 
about important events is made clear. The film, generally speaking, will deconstruct the Iwo 
Jima myth as Eastwood wanted to show how such myths come into being as well as the effect 
they have on people.
Regarding the basic structure of the film, it is rather different to conventional war films. It is 
not only the story of the war and flag-raising, but also the story of Bradley's son writing his 
book Flags of Our Fathers, which was published in the year 2000. All these layers of action 
make the structure of the film very complex, as we find many flashbacks, and the action of the 
strands is woven together to create a tight net of meaning.
The film can be seen as a deconstruction not only of history, but also of the war film genre in 
general. While some convetions of the genre are retained (we will see that when talking about 
the representation of the enemy), others have changed: there are no sequences showing the 
training of the soldiers, nor are they introduced one by one, as it was often done in earlier war 
films. Furthermore, brutality in battle is not only shown against the enemy. In comparison 
with Sands of Iwo Jima, we are shown that Americans have died in the war as well, not just  
the  Japanese.  More  dead  American  bodies  are  shown,  some cruelly  dismembered,  others 
bleeding  to  death,  others  heavily  wounded  [one  example  can  be  found  from  00:25:00 
onwards, where  the soldiers approach the island and fighting starts]. While  Sands of Iwo 
Jima seems to point out that these victims were necessary, Flags of Our Fathers criticises the 
fact that people were sent to fight, thus questioning the rationale for the war.  
In this context, Roman has offered the following insight:
As tools for propaganda and military recruitment, war movies have a singular 
purpose in helping Americans define the culture of war. They have been used to 
stir patriotic fervor emphasizing the virtues of heroic idealism in serving one's 
country and dying for a cause. In  Flags of Our Fathers  (2006), director Clint 
Eastwood used the battle of Iwo Jima and the famous flag-raising by American 
marines  as  a  theme  about  how war,  heroism,  and  sacrifice  can  be  used  as 
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propaganda, compromising the values that are revered.153
Indeed, much has been done in terms of camera work and cutting techniques throughout the 
film. It can also be said that there are also leaps in time – some scenes are repeated in the film, 
which signals their  importance,  while other scenes are shown from different perspectives. 
These features are worth noting for further discussion elsewhere, and I will now return to the 
historical aspects of the film. 
5.2.1.1 The Objective
As the structure of the film is not like earlier war films, the scheme I established might not 
prove true in every point. We can say that in this film, two wars are fought: the first one is the 
war in the Pacific,  with the battle on Iwo Jima as the most significant.  There is also the 
personal war of the heroes of Iwo Jima, who have to stand against a mass of reporters and 
other  people  that  tell  them  what  to  do,  as  the  flag  as  a  symbol  becomes  increasingly 
important.
There is, however, a short mission statement [00:14:44ff] while the soldiers are on the battle 
ship on their way to Iwo Jima. Their target is introduced, and it is clear that their mission is to 
take the island which is crucial for further operations. That the island is also important for the 
Japanese is emphasised at the same time: „This is Japanese soil, sacred ground.“ That the 
Japanese will fight hard to protect it is made clear to the soldiers.   
As the film progresses, the objective turns from taking Iwo Jima to making money for the war 
effort as seen when the three remaining flag raisers have to go on a tour to raise war bonds 
because the country appears to have gone bankrupt. That the raising of the flag itself becomes 
gradually more important is indicated in a notable scene [01:15:00f], where the soldiers are 
told to raise a bigger flag as the first one is seen as inadequate. The flag is a symbol, and this 
is also made clear to the audience.154
153Roman, James: Bigger Than Blockbusters. Movies That Defined America. Greenwood Press, Westport, 2009, 
p. 359.
154This will be shown in more detail in section 6.
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5.2.1.2 Propaganda
Pro-war propaganda to influence the audience to take America's side is rare, if not absent, in 
this  film.  It  is,  in  general,  a  very critical  film.  Flags  and  other  patriotic  symbols  appear 
frequently in it, but they don't tell the audience that everything that happended there had been 
right or heroic.
The first  hint  of  disillusionment  appear  early,  at  around [00:17:50],  when a  man who is 
cheering goes over board and is not rescued but left behind in the ocean. The men watching 
him struggle in the water do not immediately realise that nobody will rescue him. Only later  
as the man recedes  into the distance do they realise  that  this  individual  –  who comes to 
represent all of them – has no real value to those who plan the war. One of his comrades says: 
„Now so much for 'no man left behind'“, which clearly shows the disappointment and even 
shock they all feel towards this.
In  another  important  sequence  of  scenes,  the  manipulative  aspects  of  the  flag  raising  is 
revealed in more detail [00:41:05; 00:45:46; 00:48:18]. It is made visible how the soldiers 
were constructed as heroes , and propaganda such as this is shown in a critical way. Here, the 
film tells us that the men were used not only during the fighting, but also at home – on the one 
hand, they were used to fight Japanese men; on the other, they were used to raise money, as 
the country faced serious financial problems at that time and there was uncertainty if the war 
could be won without the monetary support of the people. Thus, people were encouraged to 
give money to support the war effort.
In the same segment, the controversy over the “real flag“ is addressed by Hayes, as he refers 
to the first flag raising and directly questions the sense of all the hype that is constructed 
around them. Furthermore he says: “You know, I think this whole damned thing is a farce if 
you'd ask me“. Of all the three surviving flag raisers, Hayes is probably the most critical when 
talking about the case; indeed, Gagnon enjoys his temporary fame, and while Bradley thinks 
about it in a critical way, he usually does not voice these views openly.
Another scene worth noting is the highly critical banquet scene featuring ice cream served on 
a plate [00:57:13-00:57:34, then flashback 00:57:35-00:59:08]. When the three heroes get the 
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ice cream, we see that it is molded in reference to the photograph, showing six men raising a 
flag. The men are asked if they want chocolate sauce or strawberry sauce, and Hayes, who is 
the first one to be served, wants strawberry sauce. The waiter thus pours the red liquid over 
the ice cream that is shaped like a soldier, which is clearly suggestive of blood. We also see 
the rather shocked and pensive looks on the faces of Hayes and Bradley. This scene then cuts  
to a flashback, where many dead and wounded soldiers are shown lying on the shore.
Furthermore, the question of whether the photograph was staged is also brought up in the film 
[e.g. 01:39:00]. At this point the audience gets to know that some rumours were circulating. 
This, too, is a critical point, as it encourages the audience to reflect on the past and on the 
question of how history can even be fabricated like a story but believed by so many to be real. 
Of course,  the two flag-raising events also appear.  The first  one is at  [01:11:19, with the 
enacted photograph at 01:11:56]. The second one comes soon after, at [01:16:36-01:18:02, the 
photograph at 01:17:49]. In this film, however, there is nothing heroic about it. The soldiers 
just follow their orders, and the fighting continues afterwards.
As we can see, the film deconstructs the common view of Iwo Jima as a case of American 
heroism and an event of major strategic necessity. The message the film wants to convey is a 
critical  one,  but while eliminating old points of view, another message is constructed and 
propagated:  the  film  clearly  is  a  statement  against  the  war  and   against  the  nationalist 
propaganda that swept the country after the photograph had become famous. This is shown in 
such a way in the film that we can speak of it as a war film that openly articulates anti-war 
propaganda. Referring back to Bussemer who explains that propaganda always works with 
language and images155, this film can be seen as an example of a new type of World War II 
propaganda – namely, as propaganda against the war.
5.2.1.3 The Hero
The  most  important  point  in  this  film  is,  besides  the  deconstruction  of  a  myth,  the 
deconstruction of the hero as the most important and bravest figure. Throughout the film, we 
see  that  the  hero  for  the  most  part  does  not  make  himself  visible  because  of  his/her 
155Bussemer ( 22008), p. 34. Note that this is only one out of several points in his argumentation.
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exceptional bravery; in many cases, someone just accidentally becomes a hero. We do see 
one man (Gagnon) make great efforts to be recognized as a hero yet after he attains some 
glory, it very quickly passes by and he is reverts back to being a common man without any 
particular significance.
Gagnon's wish to be someone important is first revealed early on in the film, when he is asked 
„You chose the Marines because they have the best uniforms?“ [00:12:23],  whereupon he 
answers, „There's no sense in being a hero if you don't look good“. This vanity is revealed at 
many points throughout the film, and we need to be aware of the attitude he shows and how 
he reacts to many different things.
That he is one of the driving forces that help to construct the myth is clearly in another scene 
[00:36:30-00:37:34]. There, he talks with Hayes about the flag raising,  but also asks who 
actually raised the second flag, as nobody is really sure about this. The way Hayes responds to 
his arguments shows us that there is a moral conflict, namely the conflict of what is wrong 
and right. The flag, as we know, symbolises victory – and this is made clear very often in the 
film [e.g. 00:40:00-00:41:04].
Several times in the film it is pointed out that the real heroes are not the flag raisers. This,  
however, is always done by different means. The fist time to hear a sentence like this is when 
at a bond raising ceremony, Gagnon says in his speech: „The real heroes are dead on Iwo 
Jima“ [00:54:36-00:55:43].  Yet at we also suspect that he does not fully mean this, as he 
enjoys being the centre of attention.
The second message conveyed in the film is that those heroes who are the objects of praise 
and cheer are no different from regular people; some of them do not understand what it is all 
about, and they have surely been exploited for political interests to acquire something that 
basically has nothing to do with what those heroes in reality want. Hayes especially is more a  
victim of this. In a talk he has with one of his officials, „[a]ll I did was trying not to get shot“ 
[01:33:09-01:35-25]. So, to ease his mind, he is sent back to the front, and we only see him 
again after the war, when he is already broken beyond measure and dies a young death.
An important  scene  that  deconstructs  every kind  of  hero  is  the  flag  raising  scene  at  the 
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stadium [01:23:45-01:29:00]. There, we see the three men raising flag, but while they are on 
their way to the top of the reconstructed Mount Suribachi, flashbacks are shown, and in all of 
them, people die. It tells us that maybe, if those other men had survived, one of them would 
stand on top of the papier mâché mountain, hoisting a flag that really has no great importance 
at all.    
Perhaps the most important point about this comes at the end of the film, when Bradley's son 
expresses some of his  views [01:57:30ff]  and says: „Heroes are something we create,  we 
need“. In the final credits, we can see photographs of that time, photographs of the heroes and 
other persons as well as from the place of action. Thus it is made clear, again, that much of 
what is shown really happened.
What should also be mentioned here is that while some of the survivors play their roles as 
heroes without thinking too much about the past, Hayes, the native American, suffers more 
and more from being placed in this role. Having survived the battle while many others died – 
some of his friends were among the dead – he experiences severe survival trauma.156 To forget 
or to cope with his guilty conscience, he gives himself over to drinking, finally falling into  
addiction. As we can see in the film, he never really recovers from his trauma.
5.2.1.4 The Enemy
Although the representation of the enemy in this film does not differ too much from other war 
films, we can observe some differences. We see a few Japanese soldiers killed, but unlike in 
Sands of Iwo Jima, for instance, we can clearly see their faces. In one scene, the Japanese who 
is being killed even cries out for help [00:08:00f] while an American soldier is stabbing him 
to death. The American, however, is not that cold-hearted – one can see that he is thinking 
about his action for a few moments. But as another soldier beside him is wounded and he 
wants to help him, he just stabs the Japanese quickly, ironically, to save another one's life.
Then, in another scene, Hayes shows his comrades pictures of Japanese soldiers treating their 
156An introductory overview of different forms of traumata and their effects can be found in van der Kolk, 
Bessel A.: „The Psychological Consequences of Overwhelming Life Experiences“ in van der Kolk, Bessel A.  
(ed.): Psychological Trauma. American Psychiatric Press, Arlington, 1987, pp. 1-30.
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prisoners of war [00:22:44]. All are shocked by what they see, and the memory of what could 
be seen  on the photos  will  probably justify their  brutal  way of  killing  and fighting [e.g.  
flamethrowers at 00:33:30].
Another  interesting scene  [01:21:54-01:22:53]  shows how some of  the  soldiers  go into a 
hideout of the Japanese because they heard something there. What they find there is a bloody 
spectacle:  when  they  enter  the  construction,  they  see  several  dead  bodies,  all  of  them 
Japanese, who just killed themselves, using hand grenades to do so. In this scene, a special 
feature of Japanese culture is introduced to the audience, who might ask themselves why the 
men in the cave did this. It does not, in my eyes,  reflect the superiority of the American 
troops, as they,  too, are shocked when they see it.  However, it  introduces us to a cultural 
feature that is completely different from everything we know, and something alike may not be 
shown very often in war films. 
5.2.1.5 Letters
The only time a letter appears in the film is at [00:22:44], when Hayes reads some that arrived 
for him. This, however, has no special significance. 
5.2.1.6 Nature
Unlike other war films, in Flags of Our Fathers nature appears as it is and is taken as it is. 
There are no talks about the difficulty of running through the sand on Iwo Jima, nor about  
other related topics.
While no direct comments are made about the natural environment, we sense that it plays a 
role insofar as the enemy is obviously hiding somewhere out there. Hence nature itself (in its 
active role) might not be very dangerous (at least it is not addressed in dialogues), but it has a 
dangerous (passive) role by providing enough space so that the enemy can build hideouts to 
which they can literally disappear under the earth. This, indeed, caused some problems for the 
American soldiers.
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5.2.1.7 Big Final Combat 
Due to the film's special structure, there is no  great final combat as we know it from other 
films. The heroes die – some of them young, others at an old age – as we learn, too, that 
heroism is something relative. It exists for a few short moments, but as soon as there are no 
more heroes needed, it fades as fast as it had come. This is interesting insofar as it shows the 
audience that there is a life after war, the great final combat happens every day for soldiers at 
war, and that those who survived were, literally, the lucky ones. 
5.3 Letters from Iwo Jima: The Other Side of the Story
5.3.1 Film Analysis
Official poster
(taken from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letters_from_Iwo_Jima, January 10, 2011)
The structure of this film makes use of standard genre conventions and new approaches. To 
get an idea of what the island meant to Japan, the film starts with some views of Iwo Jima, 
where the audience sees the memorial on Mount Suribachi, some remainings traces of the 
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war, including tanks and caves. The film then goes on to show some excavations in the caves. 
The men working there find a sack full of letters from the Japanese soldiers that Saigo, one of 
the film's protagonists, was asked to bury.  The main story of the film is framed by these 
excavations, as they reappear at the end of the film.
The overall structure of the film, we can say, is as complex as the structure of Flags of Our  
Fathers.  There is not only one main character but several, and the focus shifts in different 
segments to convey more opinions to the audience. We might note that the perspective in 
Flags of Our Fathers revolves around the group of young heroes and does not    convey a 
diverse range of opinions which might have existed about the war; it instead only reflects 
different  opinions  about  the  status  of  being  a  hero.  In  Letters  from  Iwo  Jima,  several 
perspectives are depicted,  from the experiences of the young Saigo to the impressions of 
General Kuribayashi. Flashbacks of both of their pasts, as well as those of a few others, makes 
the film more vivid and the structure even more complex.
Although the film is entirely in Japanese (available with subtitles), it is unclear whether the 
principal  audience  of  the  film were  Japanese  or,  as  is  more  likely,  American  or  Western 
viewers.  Much is  questioned in  the  film,  maybe  questioned in  a  way that  would  not  be 
acceptable in a Japanese production.157 We must not forget that, while we are dealing with an 
intercultural  production, the  producers  of  the  film  were  all  from  the  West.  The  actors, 
however, were all Japanese.
The film both critiques the imperial Japanese system and convictions as well as the American 
way of  fighting  a  war.  Roman writes,  that  compared to  Flags  of  Our  Fathers,  „[...]  the 
perspective is  a very different, as it humanizes the enemy, giving him a face that audiences 
can identify with“.158 Here, I want to point out some scenes that effectively show how the film 
tries to be critical and reflective about the ways in which two different cultures approach a 
conflict.
157Due to language problems, information about the Japanese point of view or films will be shorter than could 
be hoped for. However, a comprehensive article about the Japanese film production about the Pacific War, 
motives and topics of the films has been translated into English: Sato, Tadao: „Japanese Films about the 
Pacific War“ in West, Philip / Levine, Steven I. / Hiltz, Jackie (eds.): America's Wars in Asia. A Cultural  
Approach to History and Memory. M. E. Sharpe, New York, 1998, pp. 51-64.
158Roman (2009), p. 359.
82
The first episode concerning this question would be Kuribayashi‘s stay in the USA. There are 
several flashbacks in the film where he is shown sitting somewhere in the US, writing to his 
wife and telling her about his feelings. In one longer sequence [01:30:00-01:33:00], we find 
him at a party with important American military staff.  They give him a beautifully made 
revolver as a present (with which he eventually kills himself). Then the woman of one of the 
American soldiers asks him what he would think if Japan and America suddenly were at war. 
At first, Kuribayashi replies that, in his opinion, these two countries would be great allies. As 
the woman wanted to know what he would do in the case of a war between America and 
Japan, he responds according to what  he was taught:  that  he would fight and die for his 
country. He is asked, then, if this would be his conviction or his country's – whereupon he 
replies  that  as  a  good soldier,  one’s  personal  convictions  are  the  same as  those  of  one’s 
country. The question now is: did he really mean it, or did he say it in order to not lose his 
face? Kuribayashi is, as we will see in more detail in the section about the hero, a complex 
character.
The aspect of surrender is also vital  in this film. No other film analysed here touches on 
surrender. In Letter from Iwo Jima, however, surrender plays an important role [see 01:48:00-
01:50:00]. Saigo and his friend Shimizu plan to surrender because, although they would lose 
face and honour, they want to get out of the battle alive. Neither one of them is successful in 
doing so. Shimizu is able to get away from the Japanese camp and surrenders. The American 
soldiers who are told to watch the prisoners refuse to take care of them, so they shoot the 
Japanese. Later, Saigo finds his friend who has died. The fact that he failed to surrender, in 
this  case,  has  saved  his  life.  Interestingly,  the  American  soldiers  do  not  behave  like  the 
Japanese expected; they do not respect their prisoners of war, and compared to the episode 
“Sam the American”, who is hurt and taken prisoner by the Japanese, their attitude is very 
different. He is treated more humanely and with respect, which the American soldiers would 
not have expected. Thus, the prejudices of the Americans towards the Japanese soldiers are 
countered again, and the Japanese are shown as more morally dignified than the American 
soldiers. The latter are mostly Christians, yet the film implies that they seem to have forgotten 
their Christian values. 
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5.3.1.1 The Objective
The objective for the Japanese soldiers is, clearly, to hold the island – whether they win or 
lose, they have to fight, and, in the worst case, die there. It is made clear from the beginning 
that they go to war with the awareness that they might not return.  When they leave their 
families it is comparable to death. It is also in the beginning that Saigo thinks about this and 
writes it down in a letter to his wife, Hanako [00:02:23].
That nobody is expected to return home alive is also made clear at a later point when a speech 
is given to the soldiers before the fighting begins, and the commander says that they will fight 
until  the  very last  man.  „Do not  expect  to  return  home alive“,  he  tells  them [00:49:00-
00:50:22]. As the island is of vital importance for the safety of the Japanese mainland, it has 
to be defended as long as possible.159
While they are expected to hold the island as long as possible, the leading officers find out 
one  by  one  that  they  face  serious  difficulties.  The  lack  of  troops  and  that  the  Imperial 
headquarters  had  not  told  them  the  truth  about  the  army's  general  situation,  and  other 
problems make it nearly impossible to defend the island. This is pointed out several times in 
the film, but the first shock comes when Kuribayashi and Nishi talk about the situation over 
dinner  [00:22:05-00:23:53].  Only  then  does  the  general  know that  most  of  the  fleet  has 
already been destroyed, that there are not many tanks left and that no reinforcement troops 
will be sent to the island. He realises that they have literally been left alone.
  
5.3.1.2 Propaganda
Also in this case, like in Flags of Our Fathers, we cannot speak of positive propaganda. The 
audience will not take the side of Imperial Japan. Instead, they will start to question Japanese 
historical  standards,  traditions  and  opinions  at  the  time,  as  do  the  soldiers.  One  clearly 
becomes aware of how the officers try to propagate political ideas when dealing with the 
soldiers. At the same time, the film makes people reflect upon their own opinions about Japan, 
159Later, we hear a similar thing on the radio: In honour of Kuribayashi, a Japanese children's choir sings a song 
about Iwo Jima, which is transmitted to the island. There they say how important the island is and that they  
hope for a Japanese victory [01:58:00].
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especially at the time of the war. American propaganda during World War II had constructed 
very clear images of the various enemies, including Japan. The country had to be mobilised 
against the yellow peril, and especially after the kamikaze-attacks on Pearl Harbour, Japanese 
soldiers were demonised to justify the rather fierce campaigns against them.160
Concerning its reception in the USA and in Japan, Braudy writes that it
[…] never  found  an  audience,  perhaps  because  it  was  shunned by both  the 
supporters and detractors of the Iraq war: too jaundiced about patriotism for the 
pro-war crowd and too much of a war film for those disillusioned with the war.  
Letters, which was first shown in Japan in November, may have benefited from 
some of the same circumstances when it opened in the U.S. Its sympathy with 
the enemy’s point of view, as well as its emphasis on the conflict between the  
common soldier’s human feelings and the rigid official code of military honor 
that demands death before surrender, holds a useful mirror up to more current 
inflexibilities of policy and strategy.161
His remark raises one important point: that if a war film does not promote either a very strong 
negative or positive point of view, it cannot find an audience at all.
In the beginning, Saigo is beaten [00:07:45-00:08:45] for being unpatriotic and saying that it  
would be better to give up the island; to leave it as it is and go home instead of fighting for it.  
He is punished for this, because it is inappropriate to say something like this. In this and other 
scenes, the  indoctrination of the soldiers is questioned.
In the scene in which Saigo receives his orders to join the army [00:29:30-00:30:11], we 
realise that not everyone is happy to go to war and to die for Japan. It is made clear that for  
the Empire, Saigo is just another man who will be sent out and may never return; but on the  
other hand, he is also a husband who does not want to leave his wife and unborn child. We 
learn that the country comes first, tha losses are necessary, and that Saigo should be honoured 
160Regarding this point, see for example: Linhart, Sepp:  „Niedliche Japaner“ oder Gelbe Gefahr? Westliche  
Kriegspostkarten 1900-1945 / „Dainty Japanese“ or Yellow Peril? Western War Postcards 1900-1945. LIT 
Verlag,  Wien,  2005;  Navarro,  Anthony  V.:  „A Critical  Comparison  Between  Japanese  and  American 
Propaganda  during  World  War  II“,  WWW  source,  The  University  of  Michigan,  
https://www.msu.edu/~navarro6/srop.html (April 5, 2011).
161Braudy, Leo: „Flags of Our Fathers / Letters from Iwo Jima“ in  Film Quarterly, Vol. 60, No. 4 (Summer 
2007), stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/fq.2007.60.4.16, p. 17.
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to die for Japan. This is dehumanising. Here, the methods of Japan are criticised again. But 
we should not see this scene as being true only for Japan. In every country which had joined 
the war, the fates of the people were similar: many men were sent to war and never came 
back. So we should see this not only as a critique of one country, but of all other countries as 
well.
Another critique of traditions is shown when the film reflects suicide and the principle of 
honour.  When  Mount  Suribachi  is  taken  [01:00:00-01:07:00],  one  officer  asks  if  he  can 
commit suicide because the situation is hopeless; according to him, if there is still the chance 
to die in honour, they should do it. Kuribayashi denies the officer's wish to order his men to 
commit suicide. However, the officer finds this unpatriotic and passes on the order that his 
men should to commit suicide anyway. Many of Saigo's troop now kill themselves with hand 
grenades for the sake of dying with honour. Saigo, however, tries to run away as he does not  
want to die – by doing this, we can say that he can be regarded as a very open-minded person,  
questioning old traditions and with a strong will to survive. Thus, he and Shimizu, who also 
does  not  want  to  die,  leave their  post  and join another  troop which  is  stationed close to 
Suribachi. The question raised here is whether it would be better to die a hero or continue 
living, perhaps not in honour, but the way one wishes to do.
Our getting to  know Saigo and Kuribayashi better also has an influence on how the former 
prevailing image of the Japanese soldiers is almost nullified. We learn more about the reasons, 
thoughts and even family background of the two soldiers, which humanises them in a way 
that breaks with traditional description of what people might have considered to be typically 
Japanese.
5.3.1.3 The Hero
In this film, there are several protagonists to be found, as the action does not concentrate on 
one person's view exclusively. However, General Kuribayashi can be seen as the protagonist 
in the film, as he is responsible for the action; he decides which plans should be carried out 
and what to do, and thus he is the indirect weaver of the story.
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What is interesting about this figure is his conflicted state with regard to the protection of his 
country on one hand, and his feelings about what should really be done and that war is futile 
on the other. His educational background and his stay in the USA have opened a new world, a 
different world of thinking, to him, and although he wants to serve his country, it is hard to 
forget what he has learned in the West - not that Western thinking is superior but that it offers 
a very different way of seeing the world. It is obvious that Kuribayashi is caught between 
Japan and America. (Achtung Wortstellung) We see that other military officers do not like him 
because of his (according to the Japanese way of thinking) rather revolutionary behaviour, for 
the “unreasonable“ plans he makes, and they even call him a “weak American sympathiser“ 
[01:14:20].
The way in which Kuribayashi meets his end is also interesting. After a last general attack led 
by him [02:00:00-02:02:20], only he and another officer are left. The general decides to die 
and wants to be beheaded. When the other soldier is about to fulfill his wish, he is shot down, 
while Kuribayashi's wish to die is thwarted. Later, Saigo finds him, and Kuribayashi asks him 
to bury him in Japanese soil. He shoots himself with the gun he got from the Americans. But 
before his wish to be buried on Japanese grounds, American soldiers find Saigo and take him 
prisoner.  Thus,  Saigo's  wish  to  survive  has  been  fulfilled,  while  Kuribayashi,  who  was 
educated with new thoughts, dies the way his country's traditions prescribe him to.
5.3.1.4 The Enemy
Very much like in Flags of Our Fathers, prejudices against the enemy can also be found in 
Letters from Iwo Jima. A remarkable point is, however, that the enemy not just passes by, as in 
the other films, but is shown several times and for a longer than just some seconds. In some 
scenes, the enemy is not abstract but more fully developed as human. This means that the 
entire film is about the American as an enemy, something totally new for a war film if it was 
mainly intended to be shown to Americans. Even in the case of an international audience it is 
remarkable, as the general audience outside of Asia is probably only familiar with American 
films about the Pacific War.
In some scenes, the film refers directly to  Flags of Our Fathers. From [01:07:40-01:08:20], 
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we see an American soldier being stabbed and mutilated in a cave; this scene refers to an 
episode from Flags of Our Fathers, where a soldier gets lost and is later on found in a cave by 
other American soldiers.
Near the end of the film, in a flashback, Shimizu tells us more about the American soldier. As 
though  reading  from  a  school  book,  he  says  that  Americans  would  be  ill-willed,  not 
disciplined and so on, and this is why it would be easy to defeat them [01:42:30-01:44:00]. 
Whether he believes it or not, it reflects the impressions of the Japanese soldiers as they faced 
the enemy. Whether these ideas are their own or have been instilled in them is no longer  
important when in the end, we see that they have come to understand how, in reality,  all 
people think more or less the same.
The scene with the wounded American, Sam, is important [01:21:30-01:25:00]. The man is 
brought into a cave by some Japanese, and they get the order to treat him; although morphine 
and other resources are rare, they have to take care of him. Baron Nishi also talks to him, 
telling him that he has spent some time in California as a student there. Both the American 
soldier and the other Japanese have to see that beyond the war, soldiers are simply common 
people who have been ordered to kill each other. The attitude of the Japanese when dealing 
with  a  prisoner  here  is  better  than  the  attitude  of  the  Americans,  who just  shot  the  two 
prisoners who had surrendered, as I have mentioned before. A process of humanisation takes 
place, especially when Nishi reads out a letter from Sam's mother [01:33:45-01:35:05], telling 
him news from home. The Japanese soldiers listening to these words are reminded of letters 
they got from their own families. Thus the letters, as we will see in the following section, play 
a crucial role throughout the film. 
5.3.1.5 Letters
As the title of the film indicates, letters are an important feature. Whether they are written by 
Japanese soldiers or American mothers, the letters have several functions.
For  the  soldiers  on  Iwo  Jima,  it  is  difficult  to  talk  about  their  present  situation  to  their 
comrades. Saigo, for example, expresses his anxieties, his worries and his hopes in his letters 
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to Hanako. That his opinion seems not always conform to what he is expected to write is 
conveyed in an early scene, when the post officer helps him by censoring the letter, otherwise 
the letter would probably never reach his wife [00:13:58-00:15:09].
Besides Saigo's  letters, there are also the letters of Kuribayashi,  who writes two different 
types of letters. Firstly, there are the letters he writes on the battlefield that all go home to his  
wife or his son. The second type of letters are those he writes from the USA, in which he tells  
his wife about everything he sees and how different the country is [e.g. 00:17:33-00:18:00].
The letters, generally speaking, are like a kind of monologue. Writing helps not only to clear 
one's thoughts in times of distress, but also allows the soldiers to feel less alone; they write to 
stay in contact with their country and, when they receive letters from home, it gives them 
hope to go on.
Everyone seems to be engaged in writing letters in his  head, including Shimizu when he 
arrives  on the island [00:28:20-00:28:30].  When he gets  off  the plane,  we hear  his  voice 
telling his mother that he arrived, and it sounds like a farewell, as he, like every other soldier, 
expects to die in honour for his country.
In the last twenty minutes of the film, letters gain great importance once again [esp. 01:54:00-
01:57:00]. Although those letters will probably never reach Japan, as the final battle draws 
near and the Americans are about to win writing their thoughts down helps the soldiers in 
order to get them out of their heads. The fact that Saigo is told to bury the belongings of 
Kuribayashi helps to save the letters for future generations (this is shown in the excavation 
scenes). The need to communicate is satisfied by writing letters, and helps to prevent the men 
from going insane in the caves. 
5.3.1.6 Nature
Nature poses problems in this film. This is made clear right in the beginning, when Saigo goes 
on about the stupidity of trying to fight for the island [00:04:00-00:04:39], as there is nothing 
useful on it, just heat and smelly gases so that not even grass grows there.
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The water situation is another problem. Many Japanese soldiers already die before the battle 
starts because of dysentery [e.g. 00:30:00]. The water quality is bad, there is not much of it, so 
many other ill soldiers also die of dehydration. Later on in the film, they will even run out of 
water and other supplies. The fact that they are hiding under the earth plays a crucial part in 
this.
  
5.3.1.7 Big Final Combat
The film ends with an impressive combat scene. It is the last attack that is led by General 
Kuribayashi. But unlike in other films, in which the last battle generally leads to a victory, this 
one only leads to death and the loss of Iwo Jima for Japan. Although they tried, they could not  
hold the island.  
5.4 Conclusion
As we have seen, the three films in question present us with very different views of the battle  
of Iwo Jima. Sands of Iwo Jima is nationalistic and pro-war, and the power relation is clearly 
defined, with the USA obviously being the leading power. Not only military power, but also 
social and moral values are portrayed as clearly surpassing the monstrous values and culture 
of the Japanese enemy. The film follows the typical structure of war films, emphasising the 
dominant position of the USA while drawing a vague or even dark picture of Japanese people. 
The film draws on the still fresh memories from World War II, using the famous photograph 
of  the  flag  raising  for  its  purposes,  thus  aiming  to  exert  influence  over  audiences.  In 
retrospect, the film justifies the victims of the war, giving people the feeling that the war was 
fought for a just cause and that no loss was in vain. In the rise of the Korean War (1950-
1953), and already amidst the Cold War, this film may have also contributed to strengthening 
the people's belief in their country.
Eastwood’s films of give us a very different view of the same battle. Although Flags of Our  
Fathers follows the old scheme in some ways, it also provides us with new material to think 
about. The heroic figure, as we see him in  Sands of Iwo Jima, suddenly undergoes critical 
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examination and is deconstucted. In light of ongoing conflicts faced by the USA, the audience 
is forced to think about the question of what being a hero really means, if they become heroes 
themselves  or  if  some  other  factors  'oblige'  them  to  be  heroes.  In  this  respect,  Braudy 
concludes that: 
[…]  the  question  of  heroism is  at  the  center  of  the  two  films.  Both  films 
anatomize  national  heroic  fantasies.  In  Letters  it  is  the  fantasy  of  Japanese 
absolute military honor, and the cold brutality it often sanctions. In  Flags it is 
the fantasy of full-tilt  American fame, incomplete without publicity, confetti, 
pounding drums, and cheering crowds. Superficially, Japanese warrior purity, 
the Spartan-like determination that death in battle is the only true form of male 
honor, would seem to trump the American cult of celebrity, where looking good 
is more important than acting well. But at a more pervasive level,  Flags  and 
Letters similarly condemn the way each national myth ignores the human reality 
of war.162
The film can be seen as the first attempt to dismantle widespread public opinions towards Iwo 
Jima and its significance. It breaks with the memory structure of this part of the Pacific War, 
providing a new, different approach to Iwo Jima and its heroes. American society is critiqued 
for its uncritical upholding of heroism.
In  Letters  from Iwo Jima,  the 'other'  side of  the  story is  finally shown.  The intercultural 
connection  between  Eastwood  and  Japanese  actors  and  storywriters  can  be  seen  as  a 
constructive approach to understanding the Japanese side better than before; it can be called a 
long expected hommage to the Japanese soldiers who were forced to hold the island and did 
so until the end. As it is an American film, this extraordinary work can be seen as an attempt 
to establish intercultural understanding, as Eastwood took a step towards seeing the enemy's 
side. Supporting this argument, one can note that the film got several awards and was even 
very well received in Japan. Despite some critique that spoke against the film163, it can be seen 
as an important contribution to the study of historical memory and approaching the past when 
it comes to the American side of the story – it is not common to see such a film directed by an 
American, who tries to find out and explore what is usually left out of such films. Depicting 
162Braudy (2007), p. 19.
163Hartzheim, Bryan:  “Bromides from Iwo Jima“ in  Asia Pacific  Arts, December 21, 2006, online version 
http://www.asiaarts.ucla.edu/article.asp?parentid=59585 (January 10, 2011).
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the enemy not as enemy but as human beings who experienced the same war and who fought 
against one’s own side can be seen as an important step towards coming to terms with the past 
and an attempt at  reconciliation by using an  artistic  production to  shed light  on political 
problems and points of views. In terms of winners and losers of a war, this film may show that 
these terms are relative, because in a war, no one can really win.
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6. China and Japan: History Does Matter
If we want to understand the rather difficult diplomatic relationship between China and Japan, 
which time and again provides us with uncomfortable news, we should take a look at the 
historical development of the relationship of the two countries164. Some of the problems China 
and Japan face go further back than to World War II, but some other originate in exactly this 
war.165 The Japanese treatment of the war in history schoolbooks also fuels further conflicts 
and makes a reconciliation between the two parties almost impossible, as Chu points out:
[…] throughout the  cold  war  years,  right-wing scholars  fabricated a  new 
version  of  Japanese  expansionist  history.  Aside  from  justifying  its 
aggressions,  every  move  was  blamed  on  the  victims.  Chemical  and 
biological  warfare  was  'simply  not  true';  the  Nanjing  Massacre  was 
fabricated by the Chinese; Comfort Women were all volunteer professionals; 
the list goes on. […] Henceforth, the perverted version of the war history has 
become  a  fundamental  issue  between  China  and  Japan.  It  prevents  any 
rational discussion and has become the major obstacle to building a solid 
foundation for peace in East Asia.166 
Against  this  background,  however,  some encouraging  conferences  also  took  place,  as  he 
further  states.167 Of  course,  politics  also  plays  a  key role  in  how the  past  is  perceived – 
something which is made clear by Sueo Sudo when he says that
[…] the Chinese perception of Japan has become negative due mainly to the 
Chinese government's implementation of patriotic education [...]. Similarly, 
the Japanese perception of China has gradually worsened due to  growing 
nationalism in Japan.168 
164A very good account of the historical as well as cultural factors during the war can be found in Hsiung, James 
C. /  Levine, Steven I.  (eds.):  China's Bitter Victory: The War With Japan 1937-1945. New York,  E. M. 
Sharpe, 1992.
165In a recent book edited by James C. Hsiung (2007) many of the ongoing conflicts and factors are analysed in  
depth.
166Chu, Richard Yung-deh: „Historical and Contemporary Roots of Sino-Japanese Conflicts“ in Hsiung, James 
C. (ed.):  China and Japan at Odds: Deciphering the Perpetual Conflict. Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 
2007, p. 31.
167Ibid. 
168Sudo, Sueo: „It Takes Two to Tango: The Conflict as Japan Sees It“ in Hsiung, James C. (ed.):  China and 
Japan at Odds: Deciphering the Perpetual Conflict. Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2007, p. 44.
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The Sino-Japanese War, in China also called the War of Resistance (抗日战争), stood at the 
beginning of the far greater World War II, with the first battle fought on Chinese ground.169 
Ban Wang has written an insightful account of memory in relation to the Chinese past, in 
which he argues that
[…] history, as a rational discourse, is the rewriting of memory under the 
sign  of  modernity;  it  is  critical  of  the  dragging  aspect  of  memory  in  its 
unorganized, dispersed,  'embodied'  state, attempting to gather it  up in the 
hope of achieving the unity of the modern nation.170
Given this, we should see not only historical writings but also cultural productions under the 
aspect of the Chinese effort to modernise their country under the given circumstances they 
faced during the time of production. The two films we are going to see in this section speak 
very clearly the languages of their times, one being a rather propagandistic articulation of the 
War of Resistance, while the other one tries to see the conflict in a new light and to motivate 
the  audience  to  rethink  their  opinions  about  it.  This  also  reflects  the  complex  historical 
situations China has to face, as we also can read in Wang:
In the shadows of impoverished everyday life and authoritarian politics of 
the past eras, the historical imagination in China has increasingly become 
enthralled to  the glamorous prospect  of  global  capital,  the world  market, 
middle-class  prosperity,  civil  society,  and endless  economic  development. 
This narrative, as Arif Dirlik suggests, exercises its magic appeal by erasing 
not only memories of revolution, but also the memories of modernity's own 
complex and crisis-ridden vicissitudes of becoming.171
When it comes to the example of the Sino-Japanese War, it is made clear that some memories, 
however, cannot be erased. The examples given above show that apparently, some parts of the 
conflict cannot be solved. 
The first film I will analyse in this section is called Tunnel War (地道战), directed in 1965. It 
169Spence, Johathan D.: The Search for Modern China. W. W. Norton & Company, New York, 21990, p. 421.
170Wang,  Ban: Illuminations from the Past. Trauma, Memory, and History in Modern China. Stanford, Stanford 
University Press, 2004, p. 37.
171Ibid, p. 2.
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tells the story of a Chinese village trying to stand against the attacks of the Japanese army. 
Inspired by Mao Zedong Thought (毛泽东思想), the villagers start to build a tunnel system 
under the village, a rather novel idea at that time which certainly helped to gain strategic  
advantages. In the end, their united efforts and the tunnels help them to defend their homes 
successfully. Interestingly, in 2010 a TV-series was made after the model of the film, which 
again showed the Chinese attempt to fight in the war and to protect their villages with the help 
of tunnels. The series has forty parts so far, the main characters being the same (with even 
astonishingly similar looks) as in the film. As we see, the topic is not laid to rest; it comes up 
again and again and provides us with data for examining historical memory in the Chinese 
context. The film, however, will be closely examined in the next section. We will see why this  
film can be called 'Red Classic'172 and how the tunnel war was motivated, how it could be of 
use for the Communist Party and function as a piece of propagandistic starlet, which even 
until now has not been forgotten, but remains in people’s memories. It is clearly visible that 
the film was made during the communist era and used as propaganda material.
The second and more recent example, Devils on the Doorstep (鬼子来了), is a more critical 
account of the conflict, which even won a prize at the Cannes Film Festival.173 Based on a 
short novel (Survival 生存 ) by You Fengwei (尤凤伟 ), the film tells the story of a small 
village and the problems which arise when one of the villagers finds two soldiers from the 
Japanese army brought to him, with the message that he should take care of them until they 
are carried away again.  The story revolves  around this  event,  giving material  to  find the 
special  role of the hero deconstructed in a manner that was rather new in recent Chinese 
cinema, as it happens in a rather open way, accompanied by black humour. The film takes 
place only a short time before the surrender of the Japanese. Compared to the older film, this 
one addresses openly the role of the hero and nationalism. 
6.1 Tunnel War and the (Other) Invisible Hero
172Films of this time are usually referred to as Red Films (红色电影). 
173A report on this may be found here: Corliss, Richard: “Devils on His Doorstep“ in Times Asia, Vol. 156, No. 





(taken from http://www.pdahd.cn/thread-55890-1-1.html, January 10, 2011)
At first glance, this war film made in China might seem very different from the first film 
analysed above. Actually, there are not as many differences as one would like to think. One 
reason for this is, as Berry has stated, that what can be called Chinese classical cinema shared 
some basic features with the classic cinema produced in Hollywood.174 
The overall structure is very clear: one might say that it follows even stricter rules than the  
American war film does.  We see this in an analysis  of its general structure,  including an 
omnipresent  narrator,  who again and again speaks  to  the audience and explains  the most 
important facts. This already happens at the beginning, when the speaker is accompanied by 
written text [00:01:20ff]. 
The  same  narrative  voice  will  be  heard  again  several  times  in  the  film  [ex.  00:02:00-
174Berry,  Chris:  Postsocialist  Cinema  in  Post-Mao  China:  The  Cultural  Revolution  after  the  Cultural  
Revolution. New York, Routledge, 2004, p. 29.
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00:02:21],  constantly  describing  the  circumstances  and introducing  the  audience  to  some 
essential aspects which may not seem obvious at first glance. 
Another  interesting  observation  can  be  made  concerning  the  role  played  by women  and 
children as well as elderly people in the Chinese film. While in the American productions, the 
role  of  women  is  generally  that  of  being  a  wife  or  a  mother,  with  no  overwhelming 
importance whatsoever (one could even go so far and claim that women’s most important 
‘task’ in those films is to add a touch of romance), it is very different in the Chinese film in  
question. Women actively participate in the construction and planning of the tunnel, meaning 
that they take an active role in the war and are seen as having the same social position as men 
and soldiers [see, for example, 00:15:42ff]. This may be spring from the fact that the ideal  
society, which is shown in the film, is a communist society, where everyone should be treated 
with equal respect and, on the other hand, also participate in creating an ideal Chinese society. 
The film is obviously also intended as a model piece of propaganda. Filmed several years 
after  the  end  of  the  war  and  after  Mao  Zedong  (毛泽东 ,  1893-1976)  already  held  a 
considerable amount of power within the CCP, it can be seen as an example of a film which 
inscribes itself into the traditions of Yan'an (延安文艺座谈会 , 1942). Braester states that 
“[b]y eliminating the space for debate, Mao instated the Party as the only organ regulating the 





As we see, the film cannot only be regarded as an ideology-ridden film, but also - and this is 
its most important function - as an instructional film for the Army: Mao Zedong Thought 
should be spread with its help. This is also pointed out by Huangfu Yichuan, who states: 
175Braester, Yomi: Witness Against History. Literature, Film and Public Discourse in Twentieth-Century China. 
Stanford, Stanford University Press, 2003, p.22.
176Li, Duoyu 李多钰: Zhongguo dianying bainian 1905-1976 (shang bian)中国电影百年 1905-1976 (上编).  








According  to  Yichuan,  the  film is  an  excellent  example  of  how  people  can  learn  about 
guerrilla warfare and the spirit of the revolution. It is, as we can read, not only a superb film 
as  far  as  the  plot  is  concerned,  but  also  beautifully  realised,  as  the  director  used  music, 
surroundings and language to produce a valuable piece of art. Fan Zhizhong has explained 
why the war film held such a great importance during this period (from around 1949-1966, an 




” 中经历着一种新鲜的激情的活动 (黑格尔: 1981, 126)。战争片在所有电影
类型中最具意识形态色彩，但更重要的是，战争是用以解决阶级，民族，
国家，政治集团之间矛盾的一种最高斗争形式。179 
Thus, war films are loaded with overt ideology, eliminating depictions of differences in social 
class, ethnicity and between the state and the people. The reason why war films began to play 
an important role is explained with the fact that war and the battles of individuals can be 
regarded as metaphors for the conflicts between masses, parties and organisations.
 
It also has to be noted that the film follows traditional conventions of film-making which were 
177Huangfu, Yichuan  皇甫宜川 :  Zhongguo zhanzheng dianyingshi  中国战争电影史 , Zhongguo dianying 
chubanshe 中国电影出版社, Beijing 北京, 2005, p. 175.
178Fan, Zhizhong 范志忠: Bainian zhongguo yingshi de lishi yingxiang 白年中国影视的历史影像 , Zhejiang 
daxue chubanshe 浙江大学出版社, Hangzhou 杭州, 2006, p. 58. 
179Ibid, pp. 58-59.
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prevalent during the 1950s and 1960s in China. Features of socialist realism can be found, for 
instance, in the shots depicting fields in full bloom, shots in other parts of nature, and so on. 
The utopia, however, faces a threat, which is the impending destruction by the Japanese army 
of what the 'good' Chinese people have built up.
Lahusen, in his recapitulation of the history of the concept of socialist realism, states that it is 
now generally defined as a “historically open aesthetic system of the truthful representation of 
life“.180 China later adopted this aesthetic, as shown by Yang Lan:
[…] 'Socialist Realism' was introduced to China not long after it was proposed 
in the Soviet Union in 1932. In November, 1933, Zhou Yang, one of the main 
leaders  of  left-wing  literary  circles  in  Shanghai,  published  „On  'Socialist 
Realism'  and  'Revolutionary  Romanticism':  the  negation  of  the  'dialectical 
materialist method of creation'“ […].181
Mao Zedong’s  advocation  of  the  concept  in  1942  as  part  of  his  famous  talks  at  Yan'an 
contributed to the influence of the concept, which began as a theory for literature later applied 
to  film.182 According  to  Chung  and  McClellan,  Mao  showed  considerable  knowledge  of 





180Lahusen, Thomas: “Socialist Realism in Search of its Shores. Some Historical Remarks on the 'Historically 
Open  Aesthetic  System  of  the  Truthful  Representation  of  Life'“  in  Lahusen,  Thomas  /  Aleksandrovich 
Dobrenko, Evgeny (eds.):  Socialist Realism without Shores.  Duke University Press, Durham, 1997, p.5. A 
basic conceptual schema of socialist realism can be found in the article by Leonid Heller in the same book (p. 
54).
181Yang, Lan: “'Socialist Realism' versus 'Revolutionary Realsim plus Revolutionary Romanticism'“ in Chung, 
Hilary / Falchikov, Michael (eds.): In the Party Spirit. Socialist Realism and Literary Practice in the Soviet  
Union, East Germany and China. Editions Rodopi, Amsterdam, 1996, pp. 88-105.
182To be found in Mao Zedong 毛泽东: Mao Zedong xuanji di er juan 毛泽东选集 第二卷. Renmin chubanshe 
人民出版社, Beijing 北京, 1991. Berry (2004) also argues that the historical roots of the didactic functions 
of  art  can  be  traced  back  very  far  in  Chinese  history;  he  also  mentions  Daoism and  Confucianism as  
examples of didactic schools of thought (pp. 30-31).
183Chung,  Hilary  /  McClellan,  Tommy:  “The  'Command  Enjoyment'  of  Literature  in  China:  Conferences, 







As Mao made clear, art should serve the masses, that is, the ordinary people, and adopt its  
ideas  from ordinary life.  It  should serve the revolutionary aims of  the CCP,  be a tool  to 
educate people and, in addition to this, provide the necessary knowledge to finally beat the 
enemy.185 Thus, art  and politics were closely related to each other, people should learn to 
understand politics by consuming artistic products which explained it to them. Art was also 
important to carry out political campaigns. 
Berry and Farquhar argue that „[s]ocialist realism in the Chinese cinemas modeled on that of 
the Soviet  Union.  It  claims  critical  realism as  its  heritage,  but  it  is  a  state  aesthetic  that  
promotes  a  socialist  nationstate,  mass  audience  accessibility,  idealized  images  of  Chinese 
society, positive messages and stereotyped class heroes or heroines.”186
How Berry and Farquhar’s observation applies to Tunnel War will be shown in my analysis. It 
is  certainly  true  that  this  film  displays  an  ideal  society  (as  mentioned  above),  positive 
messages (“the war can be won easily if we all work together“, for example) and we also find 
the stereotyped hero whose actions can best be described as brave, fearless and smart. He is a 
role model for others to imitate.
The usage of the Sino-Japanese War, however, means to build up a common enemy again, be 
it the Japanese or the Nationalist Party (Guomindang, 国民党), which at this time had already 
transferred to Taiwan. The two real historic enemies could also be metaphors for the Chinese 
184Hu, Ke 胡克: Zhongguo dianying lilun shiping 中国电影理论史评. Zhongguo dianying chubanshe 中国电
影出版社, Beijing 北京, 2005, p. 185.
185A short summary of the main points of Mao Zedong's Yan'an speeches can be found in: Chou, Yu-sun: “Deng 
Xiaoping's Policy on Literature and Arts“ in Issues & Studies, (1996/02), Taipei, 1996, p. 84, online version: 
http://iir.nccu.edu.tw/attachments/journal/add/4/v32-2-5.pdf (April 15, 2011).
186Berry, Chris / Farquhar, Mary Ann: China on screen: cinema and nation. Columbia University Press, New 
York Chichester, 2006, p. 78.
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inner enemy. The fact that war films were common in the period from 1949 to 1976 can also  
be attributed to the “Chinese communist myth of history“, as Berry calls it,187 meaning that
[a]ccording to this grand narrative […], prior to 1949, life was bad, except in 
those liberated areas where the Communist Party already held sway. After the 
establishment  of  the  People's  Republic  in  1949,  everthing  was  good  and 
progressing steadily towards a communist utopia. […] As a result, during the 
1949 to 1976 period, there were no representations of any problems that could 
be attributed to errors by the Party.188
The different use of songs should be pointed out here, too. In addition to the general film 
music  accompanying  the  film  story,  special  songs  are  played  on  several  occasions  [ex. 
00:42:23ff], providing the audience with propagandistic material and relating to the action in 
the film. The songs are the only sources of music with vocals in the film. Moreover, they lend 
a further layer of meaning to the action. The main musical theme is a song called Didao zhan 
(地道站). The use of songs with an easy melody and a politically- or ideologically- coloured 
text is a common method to reach people and plant a certain thought into their minds.189
6.1.1.1 The Objective
The objective of the fight is clearly defined in this film. Already in the first few minutes, the 
narrator tells us about the historical and social circumstances, laying special emphasis on the 
role  of  Mao Zedong and his  communist  ideology for  the  fight.  It  is  also  clear  from the 
beginning that the enemies in this case are the Japanese. On a smaller scale, the intention of 
the village (named Gaojia  高家庄 ) is to defend their homes and families, using the good 
communist values and tips in doing so. Generally speaking, the film follows a very clear line 
concerning this basic objective, where defending one's village is a metaphor for defending the 
mother country. This can be seen as the macro-level of the film.
The micro-level, on the other side, would be the construction of the tunnel system. The whole 
187Berry (2004), p. 78.
188Ibid. 
189In this respect, see e.g.  the chapter on “Music,  Political  Life,  and Ideologies“ in Supičić,  Ivo:  Music in  
Society. A Guide to the Sociology of Music. Pendragon Press, New York, 1987, p. 281ff.
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village, as we know, is responsible for this task, and after the tunnels successfully prove their 
usefulness in defending the people's homes, people gain new motivation and are ready to face 
the upcoming battles.
6.1.1.2 Propaganda
As I  have already pointed out, the film is unapologetically propagandistic. The purpose of 
educating the people is not hidden at all, although we can find differences to American film 
productions, in which propaganda in many cases is not shown in such an explicit way, but 
rather on a more discrete level than in Chinese films.
In Tunnel War, Mao Zedong's writings, with particular emphasis on “On Protracted War“ (论
持久战) from 1938190, are the source of the revolutionary spirit, which motivates the actions 
of the protagonists. The villagers get hold of the booklet when, near the beginning of the film, 
an injured villager is carried home by the hero (Gao Zhuanbao 高传宝 ). Before he dies in 
front of what seems to be the whole village, he hands them the book in question [ca. 00:04:00-
00:04:40].  What  is  especially  interesting  in  this  scene  is  how the  book  is  handled.  The 
comrade has put some cloth around the book to protect it and when one of his fellow villagers 
unwraps it, it is illuminated to highlight its importance by several techniques in filmmaking. It 
is thus made clear that the book is not only important in general, but also that it will be of  
special significance throughout the film.
The book,  at  one  point  in  the  film [00:13:00-00:14:55],  gives  them the  idea  of  building 
tunnels under the village. In this short passage, the villagers are reading a part of the book 
together, and discuss their ideas on how to defend their homes better. Then, someone comes 
up with the idea of building tunnels, which is approved of and subsequently carried out.  
After the destruction of the village by the Japanese army,  the hero and the villagers gain 
strength with the help of the book again. Together they read another passage, discussing their 
opinions and further steps to take [00:39:00-00:42:14]. The book, here, appears when neither 
190“On Protracted War“ in Mao Tse-tung: Selected Writings of Mao Tse-tung, Vol. II. Foreign Language Press, 
Peking, 1967, pp. 113-194.
102
the hero nor other villagers know how to proceed, giving them new ideas and inspirations to 
think about and new instructions to act out.
6.1.1.3 The Hero
In this film, two different heroes can be found. The first one is the hero on the village level,  
represented by Gao Zhuanbao, who stands out as the leading figure during the fight. The 
second, maybe at first glance not too obvious hero but nontheless the one who contributes the 
main ideas and the 'Why we fight', is Mao Zedong. He can be defined as hero too, as it is 
because of Mao that the village gains mental strength and is presented with ideas of how to 
deal with the fight, that is, of how to fight a war of resistance rather than of immediate action. 
As I have explained above, the film is used as a means to educate people and spread Mao 
Zedong Thought. The 'visible' or 'depicted' hero is constructed following the conventions of 
socialist realism. Although the concept was developed in the Soviet Union and later made its 
way  around  the  globe,  we  can  find  regional  differences  in  the  way  it  was  applied  and 
developed. Dobrenko states that basically, the (Soviet) socialist realist hero is a “positive“ 
hero, a “developing“ hero, as he calls him.191 This developing hero, according to Dobrenkko, 
is at the core of socialist realism:”“A man does not stand still, but becomes, lives in a process 
of 'becoming'“, Gorky insisted. However, this hero in the making is portrayed statically and 
iconically, not in any way dynamically.”192
The positive hero is characterized as determined, serious, stern, calm, simple, gentle, radiant, 
and also loving.193
Here we can see a difference between the Soviet and the Chinese socialist hero. The Chinese 
hero certainly is a positive one,  and thus his iconic value cannot be denied.  However, he 
cannot be described as a static hero. The Chinese hero is a dynamic hero, full of ideas, and his 
191Dobrenko, Evgeny:  Political Economy of Socialist Realism.  Yale University Press, New Haven, 2007, pp. 
215-216.
192Ibid,  p. 216. This fact  is criticised by Katerina Clark, who says that „[o]ne of the problems common to  
studies of the positive hero is their assumption that he or she is a character with a relatively static identity in  
the novel. In fact, however, the positive hero should be viewed more dynamically, not as a character type but 
as a characteristic progression“. Clark, Katerina: “Socialist Realism  with  Shores: The Conventions of the 
Positive Hero“ in Lahusen / Dobrenko (1997), p. 28.
193Ibid, pp. 32-33. Clark explains that those characteristics were taken from Gorky's The Mother.
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urge to benefit the community through good deeds is almost endless; he tries to improve his 
abilities, knowledge, etc. to be of even greater use for all.194 
The village hero in  Tunnel War, Gao Zhuanbao, stands out in several ways. Firstly, he is a 
smart person who tries to comfort his comrades and friends; he is like a brother to his fellow 
villagers. He listens to the doubts and anxieties of the others, then tries to help them to reflect 
on them and motivate  them to  overcome their  distress  [ex.  00:11:00ff].  He cares  for  his 
comrades and often volunteers for work such as spying and monitoring the surroundings.
After the first attack on the village by the Japanese, who leave it in a state of destruction, Gao 
Zhuanbao is consumed by worries. We see him standing on a field of destruction, looking 
around him with a sad look on his face, wondering what should be done next [00:37:00ff]. He 
is desperately trying to find a way to deal with the Japanese, but the booklet of Mao Zedong 
again brings hope [00:39:00].
Taking Berry's discussion of several films of the same period as a basis, we can say that the 
hero in this film also has the role of the educator.195 The educator is a person who gives advice 
and listens to people as soon as any problems arise. Thus, Gao Zhuanbao can be seen as the  
typical educator, too.
6.1.1.4 The Enemy
The enemy in the film is quite caricatured. The Japanese and Chinese Nationalist Party are 
shown in a very typecast way.  The leader of the Japanese army  wears a typical Japanese 
uniform, but he also wears round glasses and has a strange moustache, all of which adds to the 
absurdity of his outrageous gestures and way of speaking [00:05:55-00:09:45]. The Chinese 
of the Nationalist Party seem to be presented as being ugly on purpose, also following a very 
caricaturistic and sarcastic way of representing an enemy.
Besides, the Japanese army appears  to be a wild horde coming into Chinese villages and 
194Berry (2004) gives very detailed explanations of the hero in films of the period 1949-1976 and distinguishes  
between hero, antihero and apprentice. (See especially chapter 2.)
195Berry (2004), p. 46.
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shooting at every living and dead thing, looting everything, plundering, and behaving in a 
very uncivilised manner [00:24:30-00:33:30]. When the Chinese villagers refer to them, they 
call them guizi (鬼子), ghosts or devils, which then was a common way of calling Japanese 
people.  
At the end, when they are defeated without mercy, it is implied that the Japanese as well as 
the Chinese Nationalists are, in every way, inferior to the village. Even the women of the 
village take part in the battle, handling weapons as skillfully as the male villagers, and they 
are not any less familiar with the tunnels than the men. It is shown several times in the film 
that  the  enemy is  not  well-organised:  their  planning  of  the  attacks  is  clumsy (while  the 
villagers, on the contrary, plan their defense very carefully and thoughtfully), and they seem 
to be cowards when it comes to fighting against real people (and not only shooting at them 
from afar).
In  Tunnel War, the figure of the enemy is constructed in a completely negative way. This 
basically has two meanings. The first one is to establish a common concept of the enemy, 
which in this case are the foes of communist China. The Nationalists and Japanese are both an 
example of this enemy which must be defeated, as they pose a threat to the 'good', 'innocent'  
people of the village.
6.1.1.5 Letters
In this film, letters do not play a very important role. Clearly, as has been discussed above, the 
most important writing is the book of Mao Zedong.
6.1.1.6 Nature
Nature, in this film, cannot be regarded as an enemy. In fact, it plays an important role when it 
comes to defending the village, as the underground passageways play a crucial role in hiding 
the people, weapons and other vital things. We have already talked about how the idea of 
building  tunnels  came about.  The tunnels,  in  general,  also go through different  stages  of 
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construction. The first testing of the tunnel system, which shows that technical improvement 
of  the  tunnels  is  still  required,  occurs  during  the  first  serious  Japanese attack  [00:24:30-
00:33:30]. However, as can also be seen in what follows [00:33:00ff], the tunnels provide a 
good  hideout  for  the  Chinese  villagers,  who  manage  to  survive  the  attack  more  or  less 
unharmed.
During the rest of the film, the tunnels are enhanced and special defense bases are built so that 
the villagers can both hide and lead attacks against the Japanese army. Elaborate plans are 
made  to  fortify  the  tunnel  system,  and  we see  later  on  in  the  film how they also  build 
structures to protect them from smoke and water. They even build a special communication 
system, allowing them to give  orders  from above into the  tunnels  [01:04:30ff].  After  the 
modifications, the system is a strong fortification against the Japanese, as the following battle 
shows [ibid.]. It also allows them to move around in the village unseen by the enemy or even 
friends – this fact produces some comical incidents in the film.
6.1.1.7 Big Final Combat
The final attack by the Japanese army takes place in the final fifteen minutes of the film 
[01:21:40ff], first showing the rather uncoordinated advancement of the Japanese who arrive 
in the village. While they have planned their attack in a rather ridiculous way, the Chinese 
villagers give careful thought to how they will go about defeating the Japanese army. The 
tunnel system and its traps have been perfected, and people do their best to win the fight. In 
the end, the Chinese villagers, with the help of some extra forces, win the battle against the 
Japanese.
In addition to this, I want to add that one can actually visit the site of the tunnel war, which 
took place mostly in Hebei province. One village called Ranzhuang (冉庄镇) is open to the 
public and shows the remains of the tunnel system, which also can be visited. 196 With this in 
mind the film clearly links reality to fiction, giving people the feeling of participating actively 
in history, as many may have known about the tunnels and the resistance against the Japanese 
army in this village.
196For  more  information  about  the  real  tunnel  system,  see  the  homepage  www.Chinaculture.org: 
http://www.chinaculture.org/gb/en_travel/2003-09/24/content_33939.htm (April 16, 2011).
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6.2 Chasing After Devils on the Doorstep
6.2.1 Film Analysis
Film poster
(taken from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Devils_on_the_Doorstep, January 10, 2011)
A slightly different vision of the Sino-Japanese war is presented by Jiang Wen (姜文), who, in 
his feature of nearly 140 mins, introduces us to a new possibility of understanding the war. 
The film, which is breaks with conventions, raises questions rather openly and in a way which 
was and still is uncommon in Chinese films. As some of the points of my scheme of analysis  
still apply to this film I will analyse the film according to these points. Interestingly, the film, 
apart from the last short sequence, is shot in black and white, which sets it apart from most 
contemporary films.197
The film, rather than being a war film (or even combat film), can be characterised as a black 
tragicomedy, too. Several parts of the film are presented in a comical way, while other parts 
197Regarding this point,  for  a  more detailed analysis  see:  Xu,  Gary G.:  Sinascape.  Contemporary Chinese  
Cinema. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Maryland, 2007, pp. 52-55.
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show the brutality of war very openly. The first rather funny episode occurs when the two 
POWs are interrogated by the villagers to find out who they are and what they do [00:11:15-
00:17:07]. The humour is subtle, based on misunderstandings and other techniques to create 
funny situations. The fact that the film was shot in black and white might contribute to this  
humour and makes the film appear more authentic.198 
Interestingly, the humorous part, which spans around the first third of the film, turns serious 
and even shocking (for example, in the Banquet-scene – a point to which I will come back 
later) as representation of the conflict shifts. The real turning point, however, is hardly noticed 
by the audience. At this point, people might start to wonder when exactly this shift occurs. 
Instead of a continuing in the mode of black humour and outrageous dialogues, depictions of 
physical violence increase.
The villagers, who try to get rid of the prisoners again, first decide to keep them until the 
mysterious person returns to get them. After half a year of waiting, they realise that no one 
will come to pick up the two POWs – so in a further discussion they decide that Ma Dasan 
should kill them. Ma, unable to kill another person at that time, hides them in light tower; 
when the truth is discovered, the villagers even hire an assassin to kill them, who also fails to 
do it.  After some time they decide to set the prisoners free and let them go back to their 
company. Doing this paves the way for a fierce display of violence: to thank the Chinese for 
their kindness, the Japanese invite the whole village to feast with them; however, due to some 
reasons killing breaks out which not only marks the end of the village but also the end of the 
war. The film ends in the post-war period. Ma Dasan, alone, tries to avenge his village but 
fails to, is taken prisoner and is finally sentenced to death by the GMD. 
Gary Xu wrote the following about the film:
Situated in the most traumatic event to hit twentieth-century China, World War 
II,  Devils  on  the  Doorstep portrays  people's  mental  state  in  the  middle  of 
violence. […] The dominance of the Great Wall in the background of the filmic 
198Critique is shown more clearly in Jiang Wen's newest production,  Let the Bullets Fly  (让子弹飞 , 2010). 
Some interesting remarks about the film can be found e.g. in Sai, Ren 赛人 / Wang, Jing 王晶 : „Meng de 
quexi yiji weikuang huande jixu: 'Rang zidan fei' 梦的缺席以及伪狂欢的继续: '让子弹飞 '“ in Dianying 
yishu 电影艺术, (Vol. 366, 2011-01), Beijing 北京, 2011, pp. 78-79.
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images draws our attention to issues of 'national character' and Chinese nation 
building, the most fundamental 'myth-making' of Chinese socialist ideology.199  
Concerning the role of traumatic experiences as shown in the film, he proceeds to state:
When understood together,  trauma and violence provide  a  powerful  tool  for 
disrupting  the  notion  of  grand  history,  which,  in  its  typically  linear  fashion, 
constructs a myth of revolutionary progression and provides legitimacy for the 
Chinese nation-state. 200
Thus,  Jiang  Wen  breaks  very  openly  with  the  Chinese  cinematic  tradition  of  affirming 
standard versions of history that obey the party’s principles.
Another interesting point which shall be mentioned here is the language. The main characters 
in the film speak Chinese; however, one of the prisoners is Japanese (花屋小三郎) and does 
not speak Chinese. The second prisoner is an interpreter (董汉臣 ), so the audience is also 
confronted with parts of dialogues which are entirely in Japanese (with subtitles added). The 
interpreter also plays an important role in reconciling the people,  as he does not translate 
exactly what the Japanese prisoner says – which very often is not nice and would have led 
him into deeper problems if the villagers had understood – but he tries to find another solution 
to this, often saying something very different or thanking the villagers in the name of the 
Japanese prisoner. Unlike in the film analysed before, the fact that every Japanese is capable 
of speaking Chinese is not taken for granted. As the film goes on, however, the Japanese 
soldier learns to speak some Chinese, his original intention being to say bad things to bother 
his 'hosts': he wants to get them to murder him, as he himself is not able to commit suicide  
[00:30:00ff].  Dong  Hancheng  does  not  teach  him  swearwords,  but  instead  teaches  him 
sentences like 'Happy New Year' and 'You are my grandfather, I am your son' (大哥大嫂过年
 好，你是我的爷，我是你的儿.). This, of course, does not make anyone angry, so his plans 
to be murdered by the villagers are altered. Episodes like this show that communication and 
difficulties  in  communication  play an  important  role,  as  not  only language  problems  are 
considered in the film, but also cultural misunderstandings, which lead to different results as 
one might have thought.
199Xu (2007), p. 50.
200Ibid.
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I would now like to turn to the aspect of ‘madness’, which is prominent in the film every once 
in a while. The villagers, once they have something important to discuss, gather in the house 
of the village head. The elderly father of Ma Dasan's girlfriend lives here and is referred to 
simply as 'Seventh Grandfather' (七爷 ). He does not speak a lot, but every now and then 
shouts out one or two sentences [ex. 01:20:35], all of them not in very fine language; when he 
does so, his face seems rather mad and he makes movements with his hands as if he wants to 
kill someone. His rather grotesque appearance may also be attributed to the fact that most of 
his teeth are missing; he also has a lot of wrinkles and seems to be very old. Whenever he 
speaks, the others shout at him and want to get him to be quiet. What is especially interesting 
is that the old man is the only one in the film who wants to oppose the Japanese army actively  
from the beginning (although at that point, it still seems rather mad, above all in one sequence 
when he rolls like a bullet through the room in his wheelchair). Whenever they talk about the 
prisoners, he shouts: „我一手一个掐巴死俩刨坑埋了!“201. His suggestion, thus, is that they 
should kill the prisoners instead of caring about and feeding them, without even knowing if 
the people who brought them return back to pick them up. They care for the prisoners to the  
extent that they even offer them special food, and Ma Dasan even gives up all his blankets in 
the winter just to ensure that the two prisoners would not die from the cold. None of them has 
the  courage  to  kill  the  prisoners  to  put  an  end  to  the  situation  –  they talk  about  it,  but 
obviously they all are afraid of killing a person. Thus, Ma is doubly burdened: he feels he 
should take care of the prisoners and does so because he is worried about the safety of the 
other villagers, but after they see that no one will come for the two prisoners, he feels he 
should kill them. Nobody else volunteers to kill them, although it may have been best for the 
safety of the village (see chapter 6.2.1.7 for a detailed discussion of this). The rather crazy-
looking grandfather, however, not only shouts out that he would be ready to kill them with his 
own hands, but actually ends up doing so. During the Banquet-scene [01:51:53-01:59:19], and 
while the villagers are all eating happily, the only one left alone at home is grandfather. When 
the shooting starts, he is suddenly filled with new life: he gets up from his bed and somehow 
manages to crawl a long distance to the site of the banquet. There, he shouts out his sentence 
again, fires his pistol, stumbles and falls on a Japanese soldier, his hands around the enemy's 
neck, slowly killing him, as he has sworn he would do so many times before. The Japanese 
soldiers who try to kill the old man fail at first – it seems he cannot die until he has killed at  
201This is rather strong language, but can be translated with “I will kill them with my own bare hands...!“.
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least  one  Japanese.  He dies  immediately afterwards  and is  thrown into  the  fire.  Seventh 
Grandfather, thus, is the only Chinese villager who kills a Japanese soldier in the film. No one 
of the younger generation is able or brave enough to do so – only the old, disabled man shows 
that he is strong-willed enough to stick to his words when it comes to taking action.
6.2.1.1 The Objective
The objective of the film is presented during the first couple of minutes. The protagonist of 
the film, Ma Dasan (马大三), is surprised one night by a stranger who hands him over 'two 
things', and tells Ma Dasan to take care of them until he comes back for them [00:03:22-
00:06:50]. As the stranger has a pistol and is threatening Ma Dasan, he clearly can do nothing 
to prevent all this from happening. After a confusing dialogue, Ma finds two sacks lying on 
his porch, which contain two prisoners of war.  
The initial objective shifts as the film progresses. The mysterious person, who only identifies 
himself as 'I' (我), does not come back, and the villagers are left alone with the two prisoners. 
They decide, after a while, to get rid of them. It is decided that Ma Dasan should kill them, as 
he was the one who 'got' them in the first place. But Ma cannot bring himself to do it. He first  
hides the prisoners, then, after the other villagers find out, he tries to hire an assassin to do the 
job for him. As objectives of the villagers shift, so do those of the POWs [from ca. 00:40:00].
As Gary Xu points out, what the villagers most eagerly want is to survive.202 This survival 
instinct determines how they deal with the two prisoners. I also want to add that this urge to  
survive adds something rather static to the lives of the villagers, who, from spring to summer 
to winter, maintain a steady pattern of life; they try to please the Japanese when they intrude, 
and it  might be suggested that their  most basic objective – which,  by the way, cannot be 
reached in the end – is simply to survive. I do not agree with Xu in this point who, taking the 
example of Devils on the Doorstep, states that exactly this survival instinct leads to violence, 
above all in times of war.203 Of course, the survival instinct can lead to violence; but in this 




support each other exactly because of this instinct. The only person for whom the equation 
'survival  instinct  +  war  =  violence'  can  be  counted  as  true  is  the  old,  'crazy'  Seventh 
Grandfather mentioned above.
6.2.1.2 Propaganda
In general, Devils on the Doorstep propagates a very heterogenous image of history. At first 
glance, it motivates people to rethink history and reflect former ways of representing the war.
204 According to Gary Xu, “Jiang Wen's film also reflects how history is not as black and white 
as the official version of history. In Devils on the Doorstep, the Japanese do not get ambushed 
when  they  come  to  the  village  searching  for  chickens  and  women;  the  villagers  do  not 
instantly turn into Japanese killers either.”205
What Jiang Wen also wants to show is that people, if they have to do something to make their 
lives  easier,  can  do  whatever  is  necessary  to  ensure  this  and  adapt  to  all  kinds  of 
circumstances. One example of this is the singer in the small town who, in accordance with 
the political circumstances, sings nicely about the Japanese or,  later, the GMD [01:04:30-
01:05:12; 02:01:40-02:02:15]. 
The film also critiques representational conventions. The hero, for instance, is not represented 
as someone very active, strong, athletic and mentally fit, but Ma Dasan, played by Jiang Wen 
himself, rather looks like a big, clumsy, childish bear who has difficulties when it comes to 
making decisions. The American soldiers in the last part of the film [02:02:40ff for example] 
are portrayed in a rather ironic way, as Jiang Wen consciously used several stereotypes to 
make  the  actors  seem like  'real'  American  soldiers  (or  at  least  like  what  people  imagine 
American soldiers to look like). They are impolite, think of themselves as being culturally on 
a  higher  level  than  Chinese  people  (which  is  also  shown  in  their  attitudes  towards  the 
Chinese), and they chew gum all the time in a very obvious way, which does not make them 
seem superior to Chinese people, but rather ridiculous. The fact that the killing even goes on 
204Concerning  this  point,  the  information  provided  on  this  website  may  be  of  interest:  
http://bbs.city.tianya.cn/tianyacity/Content/255/1/1204.shtml. Although the author does not state his source 
and the article must thus be regarded with caution, it is nevertheless interesting to read through it, as the  
reasons why the film earned so much critique and was forbidden in China are illuminated. (Website accessed 
on April 15, 2011).
205Xu (2007), p. 56.
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after the war, ordered by the GMD, is another point of critique in the film.  
6.2.1.3 The Hero
Xu, in his comprehensive chapter on the film, wrote about the hero in the film and pointed out 
that
[…] it is, in fact, a parody of the heroic codes in those films [note: he refers to  
the war films of the 50's and 60's, LW.]. Ma Dasan is an antihero, worrying 
about  his  affair  with  a  widow instead  of  devoting  himself  to  restoration  of 
national pride. So are his fellow villagers, who are too ignorant, stubborn, or 
selfish to come up with a feasible plan for saving the village.206
To my mind, in this case, the hero,  as he faces a tragic end, can be called a tragic hero. Ma 
Dasan, who is given responsibility over the two prisoners, does not know that this, in the end, 
will lead to his premature death. While we can view Ma Dasan as the hero of the film, he is  
not the typical hero, brave and fearless as one might expect.
In  some way,  the  construction  of  this  hero follows  Aristoteles,  as  Ma is  pushed through 
several stages of rapid personal development during the film. In the beginning, we see him as 
a regular villager who is surprisingly caught by fate and suddenly has to take care of people 
he does not even know and whom his people would normally consider as enemies. He, like 
the rest of the villagers, does not treat the prisoners as enemies are usually treated in other  
films. He takes care of them, gives them food to eat, etc. He is not always happy to do so, and 
in the end even has to fear for his life because of what he has done.
When Ma is told to kill the prisoners, he cannot do it. Instead of fulfilling his mission, he 
hides them in an old watchtower. The fraud comes to light when the two attempt to escape 
with the help of a little child, and thus another solution has to be found. Ma goes into the  
nearest village to hire an assassin who should kill them, but this plan also fails. Over time, we 
see  how Ma Dasan  becomes  ever  more  fearful  for  his  life.  The  rather  strong  person  he 
represented in the beginning gradually disappears.  
206Ibid, p. 59.
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At the end of the film, Ma Dasan seems to have changed his attitude completely. Originally he 
never wanted to kill others, but as the end draws near, he not only kills two but more people, 
which thus leads to his own execution. The hero, in this case, is beheaded, the people he tried 
to save in the beginning are either dead or have lost their honour, and he himself is killed for 
slaughtering others. The hero, thus, is a rather tragic one. He does not accomplish anything 
that is of importance, and compared to the heroes of other war films, he cannot even be called 
a hero. In this case, the figure of the hero is deconstructed and brought down to a very basic 
level, making clear that people, often without knowing or wanting it, are brought into difficult 
situations that sooner or later will change their life. Ma Dasan, however, does not die without 
wanting to – relieved to see the difficulties come to an end, he gives his head and dies with a  
smile on his face. Ironically, the prisoner whose life was saved by Ma Dasan is now brought 
to kill him.
The film, as I understand it, does not want to show an antihero. It deconstructs the image of 
the  hero  as  shown  by  war  films  of  earlier  periods  and  makes  people  think  about  the 
problematic connotations of the term 'hero'. It is not that the hero wants to be one – it is rather, 
as we see in this case, a burden with which he must learn to cope. This is the reason for a very 
early shock or traumatic experience, which is shown in one scene: Ma Dasan, after having 
brought the prisoners to the light tower and claiming to have killed them, suffers great fears 
whenever he hears the march music of the Japanese navy chapel [00:55:48-00:57:00].
6.2.1.4 The Enemy
Here, rather than the enemy of the nation, we see the enemy as someone more personal, that 
is, the enemy in this film would always be the counterpart to the hero, Ma Dasan. Seen this 
way, the hero faces several enemies.
First, on a general level, with Ma Dasan representing China, the enemy would be Japan and 
the collaborating Chinese. The audience is clearly made aware of the fact that the story takes 
place in 1945, and the time extends beyond the Japanese surrender. A Japanese navy patrol 
comes to the village several times, demanding fresh water and other types of food to be made 
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ready for them. When Ma Dasan goes into the village to find the assassin, he sees Japanese 
troops, wounded people, etc. [01:05:00ff].
On a second level, the two prisoners can be seen as enemies not only for the village, but 
especially for Ma Dasan, who has to face several difficulties because of his taking care of 
them, bringing about circumstances which will cost him his head later on.
A third level as far as the representation of the enemy is concerned can be found when looking 
at the Chinese villagers themselves. The concept of the war enemy as someone coming from 
outside is deconstructed. In fact, the dichotomy of friend and fiend is somehow nullified, or, 
seen from another perspective, generalised: in fact, the villagers in some way are all against 
one another. Some, of course, show more sympathy when dealing with Ma than others, but the 
fact that they are, for instance, lying, cheating and, hiding things from each other (like the 
flour with which they make the dumplings for the prisoners and which is, as we get to know, 
forbidden) shows that they are, actually, very egoistic and only care about themselves. While 
they should regard the Japanese as their enemies, later they even eat, drink and sing with 
them, pretending to  be good friends.  This,  of course,  has a  fatal  consequence:  the whole 









207Sun, Xiantao / Li, Duoyu 孙献韬 / 李多钰: Zhongguo dianying bainian 1977-2005 (xia bian)中国电影百年
1977-2005 (下编). Zhongguo guangbo dianshi chubanshe 中国广播电视出版社, Beijing 北京, 2006, p. 277. 
[The problem, as Jiang Wen thinks, is encountered in the positions of the translator and Ma Dasan. Both 
cannot do what they always were doing, they have to fulfill the task they were given. What they do, thus, is  
not natural. The question of what to do is central in the whole film. He gives the example of Ma Dasan, who 
tries to take care of the prisoners because he thinks he will get something good in return. Others might think  
differently, and it is obvious that his acts will lead to conflicts.] 
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The representation of the enemies, compared to other films, is rather neutral, but not without 
critique. The Japanese prisoner of war is shown as a person who does not want to be prisoner,  
as this would violate his right to experience an honourable death. Although he at first shows 
himself to be a very ungrateful person, his mind also changes, and later on he is grateful that  
he could go on living (this changes when he is brought back to his Japanese army unit). Other 
Japanese are shown as people who occupy China, fully aware that they can take whatever 
they want,  but  none  of  them does  anything which  would  harm the  Chinese  people.  The 
director rather tried to touch upon their ways of thinking more or less objectively instead of 
condemning them as bad people from the beginning, as is normally the case in war films. The 
episode when the Japanese prisoner of war returns to his troop shows this, as the scene also 
refers to Japanese morals and opinions [01:25:17ff].
Xu, in his discussion of the representation of the enemy in this film, says:
Jiang Wen mentioned on several occasions that the images of Japanese 'devils' in 
his film are based on 'their looks, as I remembered them'. What he meant is not 
that he saw Japanese devils but that he saw Japanese devils on the screen. Born 
in  1962,  Jiang  was  nurtured  on  revolutionary  films  that  had  long molded  a 
standard image of the Japanese devil, who hands out candies to Chinese children 
but is also ever ready to kill innocent Chinese. The moment the Japanese enters 
a  village,  he  will  be  ambushed  and  defeated  by  children,  women  and 
grandparents, all of whom suddenly turn into highly skilled partisans.208
The image of? the Japanese, in this case, is different, as I have already explained. The episode 
of the 'Japanese who hands out candies to Chinese children', however, is an interesting image 
also found in  Devils on the Doorstep.  Here, the navy officer who leads the Japanese troup 
through the village every once in a while indeed hands out candy to the children and even 
treats them kindly. His attitude, although he seems to take on a serious one when talking to 
grown-up Chinese villagers, generally seems to be a very kind one, and he does not seem to 
want to do any harm to anyone. Even during the Banquet scene he seems to be rather relaxed,  
enjoying the food and drinks and laughing happily. When the situation gets out of hand and 
the general orders him to kill, he does it with a stern expression on his face. The questions 
208Xu (2007), p. 56.
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arising now are: What was he thinking when killing the Chinese boy? Did he kill the little boy 
because he was told to do so and he cannot lose face in front of the general and all the other  
soldiers? This might very well be the case. In my opinion, and keeping his mind his treatment 
of Chinese people before the banquet, I would propose that he killed because the Japanese 
honour code and everything related to it somehow obliged him to do so.
In this respect, I will briefly discuss the reception of the film in Japan. Xu also considers this 
in his book and states that the film was a box office hit  in Japan. According to Xu, this 
explains why Japanese commentors of the film had the “[...] feeling […] Jiang's portrayal of 
Japanese soldiers is realistic and unpropagandistic and that the film is more about exposing 
universal human nature than about criticizing Japanese brutality“.209 In fact,  I  believe that 
Jiang Wen's portrayal of the Japanese army is not unpropagandistic in all parts, as some of the  
Japanese  audience  thought.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  Japanese  traditions  and  behaviour  are 
questioned rather openly, above all the “Way of the Warrior“, the so-called bushidō (武士道).
Yet, Friday argues that
[…] the military tradition of the medieval samurai has very little in common 
with the "bushidó" that was current in the early twentieth century, and does very 
little to explain the behavior of the Japanese Imperial Army. Far better clues to  
the attitudes of the Japanese high command, the officer corps, and the ordinary 
troops  can  be  found  in  the  specific  circumstances  of  the  war,  the  political 
atmosphere – both domestic and international – of the 1930s, and the process 
through which Japan emerged as a modern nation.210
In fact, I think the film – even though this might not have been Jiang Wen’s primary intention 
- also reflects on this concept and the behaviour of some convicted Japanese army officers 
during  the  war.  The  Japanese  general  is  a  good  example  of  this.  His  anger  towards  the 
Japanese prisoner who was brought back to his unit and lost his honour exactly because he 
209Ibid, p. 63.
210Friday, Karl F.: “Bushidó or Bull? A Medieval Historian’s Perspective on the Imperial Army and the Japanese 
Warrior Tradition“ in The History Teacher,  (Volume 27, Number 3, May 1994), Long Beach, CA, pp. 339-
349, online version:  http://ejmas.com/jalt/jaltart_friday_0301.htm (April  15, 2011).  There is also a recent 
dissertation about the topic which proves that the concept was re-evaluated in Japan during the Meiji period 
(1868-1912). New interpretatinos ranged from westernisations to militarisations; honour, however, always 
played an important  role in it.  For further information, see: Benesch, Oleg:  Bushido: The Creation of a  
Martial Ethic in Late Meiji Japan. PhD-thesis submitted at the University of British Columbia, 2011, online 
version: https://circle.ubc.ca/handle/2429/31136, p. 69-70, (April 16, 2011).
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came back is shown openly. In addition, his agreement to several conditions as stated in the 
letter (see 6.2.1.5 for more details), which should now be fulfilled by the Japanese army in 
order to guard their honour, arouses even more anger in the general. His conviction also leads 
to  an  escalation  of  violence  (Banquet-scene),  as  he cannot  cope  with  several  humiliating 
situations: first, an already declared dead war hero comes back alive; they have to give several 
carts of wheat to the Chinese village; when eating together, it seems as if everyone forgot 
about the fact that China and Japan were still in a state of war, as they are eating and singing 
together happily. And to top this all, the appearance of the 'war hero' brings him in danger of 
losing face before his family (see 6.2.1.5 for more details). If we consider all these points, I 
think it is justified to draw back upon at least to some extent to the concept of bushidō.
6.2.1.5 Letters
In this case,  Devils on the Doorstep, there are two writings in particular which prove to be 
interesting for an interpretation of the film, as they contribute in a drastic way to the further 
events in the film. 
The first writing is the letter the village people write in accordance with the prisoners when 
they decide to hand them over to the Japanese army [01:21:50-01:26:30]. In this letter, which 
everyone signs even with a fingerprint, it is decided after a discussion that the two prisoners 
should be sent back to their Japanese unit. As a reward to get them back, the Japanese prisoner 
is willing to promise the villagers, in the name of his company, to give them several carts of 
wheat for every returned person. The letter, once received by the army general, leads to more 
problems unexpected by both parties. It is regarded as a piece of shame, as it also puts the 
general into a difficult situation. On the one hand, he cannot lose face in front of the Chinese 
villagers and thus has to accept the conditions. To show his generosity, he even promises to 
give more wheat to the Chinese than promised in the letter. On the other hand, if he fulfills the 
demands of the Chinese, he is likely to lose face before his soldiers - a fact which makes him 
very  angry  and  fuels  his  wish  for  revenge.  The  following  Banquet-scene  can  thus  be 
interpreted as an intent to extinguish all (fiendish!) memory of the incident by slaughtering 
the entire Chinese village, using simple accusations against Ma Dasan to justify the sudden 
bloody actions. 
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The  second  one  is  a  letter  the  Japanese  general  received,  sent  to  him  by  his  parents 
[01:27:40ff.]. This only adds to the humiliation he might face in case someone finds out more 
about the events going on in the village concerning the two prisoners. The Japanese prisoner, 
who explained that he comes from the same village as the general and that the two of them, in 
fact, were friends, does not know what his decision to return to his unit provokes in his former 
friend. The general’s parents, who know that the Japanese who was thought dead has been 
declared a  war  hero,  share  his  family’s  proud feelings  and are  happy that  suddenly their 
village can list a hero. Their expectations towards their own son are high, as the words in the 
letter  and the general’s  reactions  show. The letter  of his  parents,  which he only received 
shortly before  the two prisoners  returned,  and which stands  in  relation to  the concept  of 
bushidō as explained above, is one of the reasons that lead to the tragic end of the village.
6.2.1.6 Nature
The  importance  of  nature  in  other  war  films,  where  it  is  shown  that  the  soldiers  face 
difficulties because of nature, is not presented openly in this film. One can say that the only 
notable fact about nature is that seasons are changing and that the weather changes from very 
cold to very hot due to the location of the village (in Hebei province 河北). In fact, nature and 
the village's surroundings play a far greater role than seems; one example of this would be the 
Great Wall (长城) and its role as a national Chinese symbol.211  
6.2.1.7 Big Final Combat
As the structure of the film and the main point of concern are not  the same as the ones in 
typical war films, there is no real great final combat. There is, however, one scene of fighting / 
killing, namely the Banquet-scene [01:42:42-02:00:30], which marks, at the same time, the 
end of the war. The film does not stop after theses scenes of mass-killing, but goes on to show 
the final fate of Ma Dasan. 
211Analysed in Xu (2007), pp. 61-62.
119
The most violent sequence, in which the only open killing takes place, is the Banquet-scene. 
The villagers, in the absence of Ma Dasan, who goes to pick up his girlfriend, are invited to a  
banquet.  Due  to  some 'misunderstandings',  however,  the  leader  of  the  Japanese  troops  – 
whose uneasiness and anger is more than obvious - gives the order to kill. As Ma Dasan is not 
present  at  the  feast,  the  general  suspects  him  of  having  gone  off  to  call  for  Chinese 
reinforcement troops to attack the Japanese at such a good possibility to get them all in a 
vulnerable state (for instance, some of them are already drunk). This marks the end of the 
people and their entire village, as there are only two survivors, but no village left - it was 
burned down by the Japanese soldiers. When Ma Dasan returns, he finds his village in flames. 
Moreover, we are informed of Japan's surrender. I have already explained the motivation for 
this in the previous sections.
6.2.1.8  Some Remarks  on  the  Grotesque Elements  in  Devils  on  the 
Doorstep
There are, in fact, several short sequences in the film which might be called grotesque. Jiang 
Wen's play with reality and metaphors, although the meaning might not always be very clear, 
is an interesting part of the film. In this part, I want to give three examples of the 'strangeness'  
shown in the film.
To start with, there are many possible definitions regarding the grotesque212 such as the one 
offered by Basáñez Ryan:
Lo  grotesco  nos  ofrece  por  tanto  una  versión  „otra“  que  es  conversión  o 
perversión de lo real y que, si bien racionalmente es dudosa de entrada, pudiera 
resultar  quizá admisible,  digna de cierto interés, e incluso atractiva,  desde el 
plano  sensible  o  anímico.  Provoca  pues,  una  mezcla  de  sensaciones 
contradictorias que oscilan entre el rechazo de lo absurdo por la razón o de lo 
repugnante por los sentidos, y el interés propio de la curiosidad intelectual o 
científica, o la atracción o simpatía suscitada por su rareza, excepcionalidad o 
carga humorística. [...] En lo grotesco la duda impregna desde el núcleo hasta la  
superficie; nace en lo dudoso y es duda manifiesta.213
212A very extensive and still useful work is Kayser, Wolfgang: Das Groteske. Seine Gestaltung in Malerei und  
Dichtung. Mit einem Vorwort von Günter Oesterle. Tübingen, Stauffenburg Verlag, 2004.
213Basáñez Ryan, Fernando: „El guiño grotesco“ in de Diego, Rosa / Vázquez, Lydia (eds.):  De lo Grotesco. 
Vitoria-Gasteiz, Evagraf, 1996, p. 26.
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Following  this  definition,  the  grotesque  shows  another  possible  version:  a  perversion  of 
reality.  It  provokes  different  feelings  towards  the  grotesque thing,  which  may span from 
interest  to  rejection;  often,  the  grotesque  makes  people  laugh  because  of  its  humorous 
charges. What is very interesting in this case is expressed in the last sentence of the quote: 
doubt is an inherent part of the grotesque and cannot be separated from it; “it springs“, as we 
can read, “from disbelief and is manifested doubt.“214 
Devils on the Doorstep is a film which tries to understand the Chinese as well as the Japanese 
side, who, after all, both were part of the conflict. It also strives to ask questions and call facts 
which have previously been taken for granted into question, thereby motivating the audience 
to think about their own opinion and, more importantly, to rethink existing public opinions 
and re-evaluate them.
The two minor examples of the grotesque given here should provoke audiences to think about 
their own opinions, prejudices and propaganda images they share about the Japanese soldiers 
and Japanese  culture.  ‘Grotesque’ is  an  apt  description  of  the  pictures  shown in the  two 
sequences, the latter one even more so and even after pondering on them for some time, it 
might not be completely clear what they really mean. The first example shows the villagers in 
a  daydream  of  the  Japanese  prisoner  [00:30:45ff.].  They  are  all  dressed  like  samurai, 
obviously  shouting  (which  cannot  be  heard  because  of  the  voice-over  narration  of  the 
Japanese) and running up a hill towards the place where the prisoners are, ready to kill them 
both. The Japanese is fantasising about this, as at this time he still feels the urgent wish to die  
honourably. Clearly, being killed by the villagers would enable him to die such heroic death. 
The strange part  in this  fantasy is,  obviously,  his  seeing all  the villagers in the habits  of 
samurai. 
The second, even more grotesque part is when the two prisoners have already been transferred 
to the watchtower [00:57:00ff.]. The little son of Ma Dasan's girlfriend just brought some 
food to where the prisoners are hidden. The latter, still convinced that they should escape, 
want to use the boy for their plans and teach him a sentence in Japanese, which says that there 
are Japanese people hidden in the Great Wall. The plan, however, fails in the end. What is 
214Ibid.
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strange now is the representation of the two prisoners in this scene. Both are still in sacks, and 
as they only have a small hole to get some fresh air and to eat through it, we can see the lips  
of one of the prisoners. The feeling one gets of this view is rather strange, as the lips are very 
dry (as we get to know, it has already become very hot outside), and the second prisoner has 
some kind of very long bread in his mouth, which sticks out of the sack in a rather strange 
manner. Seeing this, it is unclear if the overall intention of the director was to make people 
laugh or rather sit back, being appalled and left with a strange and uncomfortable feeling.
The third and clearer grotesque incident is when the villagers bring the prisoners back to the 
Japanese [01:29:00ff.]. We already know that the general has a horse standing in the yard of 
the building. The Chinese used their donkey to come to the town (which is, in fact, their only 
means of transportation). As we will see in slow motion, the Chinese donkey obviously is 
male and attracted to the beautiful Japanese mare (which even has the Japanese flag bound 
around her head); as if inflicted with madness, he suddenly comes running – which gives a 
shock to the Chinese villagers and the Japanese soldiers – and jumps onto the back of the 
horse,  determined to  copulate  with  her.  The villagers  try  desperately to  intervene,  as  the 
situation provokes a rather embarrassing moment. This short sequence comes unexpectedly 
and contributes to the amount of black humour in the film. 
6.3 Conclusion
After a detailed study of the Chinese films, we can  state that over time, conventions have 
changed as far as films about the Sino-Japanese War are concerned. Of course, in this thesis 
only two examples could be discussed, so that the outcome of our analysis should not be 
regarded as representative of the overall situation. Thus, on TV for instance, the convention of 
showing the War of Resistance still very much resembles the way in which Tunnel War was 
produced, with the exception of no longer attributing so many positive qualities to Chairman 
Mao.
In the Chinese films, strong emphasis is put on the hero. As we have seen in Tunnel War, the 
hero has been constructed carefully: he is shown as a strong person whose personality leaves 
no place for errors. In his heart, he believes in victory and due to his convictions, he is bound 
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to do everything to be victorious. His role as educator of other is visible, too. This image of 
the strong, self-confident hero is deconstructed in Devils on the Doorstep, a film in which the 
hero, Ma Dasan, is transformed into a special kind of antihero or, rather, tragic hero without 
wanting to be one. The myth of the brave Chinese village is broken down into what seems to 
be just a regular village, its people being 'normal' people (instead of one heroic mass) who 
only long to survive the hard times without suffering any major losses.
Evidently,  what  has  changed  is  the  psychological  treatment  of  the  representation  of  the 
‘winner’ and the ‘loser.’. While at first (which is still present in TV series) the Chinese forces 
are shown to be superior to the Japanese ones – not only intelectually, but also technologically 
and tactically  –  this  view changes  over  time.  In  recent  films,  both  sides  are  humanised, 
problems are made visible and clear, and the film tries to bring up some understanding not 
only for the winning side, but also for the ‘losers’. For the Chinese side, this means that  
clearly one step back is taken: it is admitted that no side was superior to the other, and that the 
prevalent and most important problems are always human problems; in other words, problems 
arise  from  the  misunderstanding  (or  simply  not  understanding)  of  other  cultures  and 
languages. Most of the time conflicts are constructions which make use of people without 
their consent, and Jiang Wen in particular tries to show how this can happen and what can 
happen in such a case. His work can be seen as a reconciliatory one, as he also tries to reach 
an understanding for the Japanese side and does not demonise them all, as is done very often 
in other films or in  TV series.  While in  Tunnel  War  the distribution of the roles  is  clear 
(namely Chinese = victims, Japanese = aggressors), the filmic convention of displaying the 
conflict like this is questioned in  Devils on the Doorstep. The frequently propagated active 
role of Chinese villagers and their heroic restistance is turned into the opposite, showing them 




7. Conclusion and Outlook
In this conclusion, let us look back and recall what Forrest Gump, a figure I have talked about 
a few times throughout this thesis, has said about memory: “You know – it's funny how you 
remember some things – but some things you can't?“ [00:12:14-00:12:19]. Needless to say, 
memory is  selective,  and people always remember some certain things  more clearly than 
others. In this thesis, I have tried to explore how people can be ‘made’ to remember history – 
and not only to remember it, but also to remember it in a certain way. 
In order  to  gain  an  understanding of  how the  popular  conception  of  armed conflicts  has 
changed over time, I have analysed five films in depth, focusing on several points which show 
what  attitude  and,  in  some  cases,  political  consciousness  is  transferred  to  the  audience. 
Expectedly, the ideological split between films which were made some decades ago and films 
which were made recently is very large. As we have seen, earlier films try in a very explicit  
manner to influence the viewer’s mind, as they tend to be very patriotic, focusing on the 
positive aspects of their country. As far as the more recent production of films is concerned, 
an obvious break with this tradition can be observed. Films strive not to focus on the overall 
positive image one might have of a country; rather, the directors in question try to deconstruct  
old patterns and introduce new ideas. What people perceive of history, how they approach it, 
and what they remember from it has undergone crucial change.
For  a more  ‘regional’ insight  into  the  representations  of  the  Pacific  War,  I  have  chosen 
American and Chinese films, also trying to find out whether conventions regarding the genre 
of the war film would differ significantly from culture to culture. The analysis has shown that 
films  made  in  the  cultures  under  consideration  here  are  not  entirely  different,  but  are 
constructed in a very similar way.215 As has been shown, the most important point in war films 
is  generally  the  figure  of  the  hero  who has  also  undergone several  changes  in  the  films 
analysed: the question of what the qualities of a hero are is addressed quite at length in the 
new cinematic productions, paving the way for a deconstruction of this very important point 
in war films. The new productions also prove to be more critical accounts of the war, trying to 
215Concerning  the  so-called  ‘classical  cinemas’  of  China  and  Hollywood,  Berry  (2004)  points  out  the 
similarities several times, arguing that the Chinese classical cinema took the American films as some kind of 
model for their own production.
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find some understanding not only for the ‘winner’ (as the films always show the side of the 
winner), but also for the party that lost the war – Japan in both cases.
Both  Sands  of  Iwo  Jima  and  Tunnel  War  are  films  which  spread  a  positive  propaganda 
concerning war.  They try to  justify why the war  was fought,  each  following the cultural 
scheme of its time. In Sands of Iwo Jima, it is shown that the war was righteous and just, that 
it had to be fought the way it was. The hero and protagonist of the film is a man whose actions 
in his private life have probably not always been right (as an episode concerning his son 
shows). His attitude towards his platoon is a strict one: he possibly tries to compensate for the 
mistakes he made in his private life by being a better teacher and role model for the young 
soldiers. Although they do not accept him immediately as the role model he wishes to be,  
some kind of absolution is offered to him after he dies a heroic death on top of Mt. Suribachi.  
The righteousness of the war is never called into question. It is taken for granted that what the 
soldiers are doing is the only correct way to protect America from even worse things. Neither 
Stryker nor any other soldier dies in vain. 
If we compare the aspect of the hero in Sands of Iwo Jima to what we find in Tunnel War, we 
can see that the differences between the American and the Chinese film are not as great as one 
might have thought. The hero in the Chinese film is not perfect from the beginning, but he is 
eager to learn. Like Stryker, he adopts the role of the teacher in the film. He is aware of the  
fact  that  he does  not  know everything,  but  provided with  the  right  material  he seems to 
understand more and more things about warfare, which he also tries to teach to the other 
villagers. Here, the message regarding war is a positive one, too: The villagers have to fight to 
protect their homes and families. The death of other people, of the enemy, is thus justified by 
this.  The  hero,  who  undergoes  the  transformation  from normal  soldier  to  mentor  of  the 
village, is one of the driving forces motivating the other villagers to keep fighting, helping 
them and teaching them how to do it. At the same time he also gains some insight into the 
philosophy of the communist party. However, unlike in the American film, he does not die in 
the end but  survives  to  witness  the  victory of  the  village  and to  probably keep teaching 
people. 
Both films use their  heroes to pass moral  messages on to the audience: the war must be 
fought, the war is just; moreover, in order to be victorious, one has to undergo a personal 
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transformation. In the American film,  Sands of Iwo Jima, the hero has to die to finally be 
understood and to complete his change. In the Chinese film Tunnel War, the audience learns 
that by following the advice of the party one can experience personal growth and even be a 
hero in the end.
When taking a closer look at the construction of the enemy, it becomes obvious that in both 
films the soldiers’ mother country is seen as superior in comparison to the enemy's mother 
country. In the American as well as in the Chinese case the enemy has to be defeated. In the 
Chinese case we also see that due to political reasons, this springing from the conflict between 
the GMD and CCP, people of the same nationality can be regarded as the enemy, too. In either 
one of the films mentioned above, the enemy is humiliated – may that be because of the 
language the soldiers use to describe them or because of the way they are shown on the  
screen. Eventually, what the audience gets to understand is that the others are bad and need to 
be killed if there is no other way to get rid of them or teach them a lesson. One’s own case  
will always be just and right.
If we bear in mind the term Erinnerungskultur (as defined by Assmann216), which is based on 
the question of what must not be forgotten in history, we clearly see that the topic of World 
War II still is very popular in modern film making. For the United States as well as for China,  
the  Second World  War  has  been the  subject  of  many films  and TV series,  starting  from 
directly after the war until the present. What has changed, in fact, is the approach to this topic: 
film makers in the 21st century try to provide a fresh and new perspective on the conflict, and I 
have analysed three very insightful examples of what a modern war film can look like. The 
fact that the Second World War in Asia is still used in film, that it still is communicated 217, is a 
clear sign of its historical relevance, which undoubtedly reaches into the present. Films like 
Letters  from Iwo  Jima  or  Devils  on  the  Doorstep can  act  as  vital  parts  for  the  younger 
generation’s understanding of history, as they try to transform the long existing hegemonic 
understanding of the conflicts not into a history of power relations, but into a ‘story’ about 
conflicts which also have a ‘human’ side; in other words, they search for answers well beyond 
the simple dichotomy of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’. 
216Assmann (62007), pp. 36.
217The connection of memory and communication also has been described earlier in this thesis; for reference 
see Assmann ( 62007), p. 37.
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The three films I have used in my analysis clearly show that some directors try to break with 
old traditions. First, there is the question of who is a hero, and what the qualities of a hero are 
- themes which are addressed very openly in Flags of Our Fathers. As is shown throughout 
the film, in most cases the concept of the ‘hero’ is not much more than a political construct. A 
couple of men are turned into heroes because they raised a flag at a rather unimportant stage 
of a battle. However, this does not matter, because what they did gives hope to others and 
makes them believe that the war can still be won with their help. The plot unfolds from the 
idea that not all heroes might feel the same about their allegedly heroic deeds. The myth of 
Iwo Jima is taken up by Eastwood in this film and broken into pieces as he lets not only the 
American audience see that heroes are not ‘born’ heroes; they are turned into heroes by others. 
In addition, the fact that a hero will not necessarily be a hero at all times is presented in the 
film, too, as the audience follows the fates of the flag-raisers and gets to know what happens 
to them after the war. The truth is that after the war, no one needs a hero any more. What 
remains is a photograph, memories and a myth.
The second film by Eastwood allows its  viewers  to gain insight  into the situation of the 
enemy, the Japanese. Letters from Iwo Jima tries to be an account of how the Japanese army 
experienced the battle of Iwo Jima and can thus be seen as an interesting experiment in the 
history of  American  film.  Suddenly,  space  is  given to  the  former  enemy,  and people  are 
presented with a film that shows the fates of Japanese soldiers on the island, who are not 
shown as a grey mass of people with dangerous facial features and a lack of feelings as had 
been done in many other films before. In this experiment, the director's intention clearly was 
to gain and enable a better understanding of the Japanese point of view. Several problems they 
faced are pointed out throughout the film, and the different protagonists all have to face and 
cope with them, trying to solve them as best as they can. Fear, doubt, traditions and new ways  
of thinking are brought up as the film team tries to give an accurate account of the Japanese 
side during the conflict. There is no demonising of the Japanese soldiers, no presenting them 
as an anonymous, faceless mass of enemy soldiers. In Letters from Iwo Jima, the Japanese do 
have a face and different personalities, opinions and problems of their own to solve. All of 
this breaks with the modes of representation known from traditional war films, which is why 
it can thus be seen as a quite progressive intent to modernise the war film genre, asking the 
question of What should be remembered and how? anew. 
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The third example of a modern war film discussed in this thesis is Devils on the Doorstep, a 
film which might be considered a ‘fusion’ of Flags of Our Fathers and Letters from Iwo Jima 
in some way. As we have seen in our analysis, in Devils on the Doorstep, the positive image 
of the hero is deconstructed in a very obvious manner. The protagonist, Ma Dasan, rather than 
being a hero, can be described as an antihero, not different from anyone else in his village. It 
can be regarded as coincidence or even bad luck that he should be the one to take care of the 
two prisoners. The film clearly shows that there is no hero, not even character which would be 
a hero out of his or her free will. People rather do what they have to do to survive. Moreover, 
the audience is confronted with an insight into how the enemy experienced this conflict. Jiang 
Wen tried to show that the Japanese soldiers had their reasons and orders, too, and that they 
cannot  be  seen  as  one  grey mass  of  soldiers  either.  Several  of  the  Japanese  soldiers  are 
characterised in more detail in the film, and thus it is made clear that every one of them had a 
personality,  their  own  personal  reasons,  and  that  different  motivations  led  them to  their 
actions. While Eastwood's Letters from Iwo Jima tries to tell the story form the Japanese point 
of view, Devils on the Doorstep points out the difficulties that arise not only in the political 
but also in the cultural field. It is made clear that the cultures of China and Japan differ, that 
values and traditions are not the same – although both are East Asian countries and can look 
back on a long historical relationship and cultural exchange. Thus, what the Chinese think 
about their actions and reactions to them cannot be the same as what the Japanese think and 
vice versa.  
However, two important questions remain unanswered. First of all, how do the ‘losers’ of the 
conflict, Japan, represent the war in films? It would be highly interesting to know more about 
this highly interesting aspect, above all when taking into account the observations of Rothberg 
and his notion of multidirectional memory. In this thesis, the aim of providing multidirectional 
analyses could not be achieved fully, as the second side of the conflict parties, as has been 
explained  earlier,  has  been  disregarded..  An  in-depth  analysis  of  all  the  relevant  filmic 
productions would provide us with even more interesting material on how memory works in 
our age of globalisation. 
A second,  unresolved  issue  might  concern  the  question  of  whether  media  productions 
nowadays really try to break with established patterns or whether the films I have analysed 
here are only exceptions in a pool of many films which still follow earlier patterns and use 
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earlier structures as explained above (in Chapters 4). Our short glimpse into recent TV-series 
shows that  Eastwood’s  and Jiang Wen’s films seem to be exceptions  as far  as the active 
deconstruction of history is concerned, since mini-series such as The Pacific as well as Tunnel  
Warfare, both aired in 2010, use ‘old’ structures and the outline of the stories tends to be very 
‘winner’-oriented and patriotic. However, to prove this point, a more thorough analysis of a 
greater selection of films and series needs to be done. Admittedly, two films do not make the 
rule – however, they can prove to be exceptions. An analysis of a rather new film called The 
City of Life and Death (南京！南京！, 2009) might contribute fruitful findings as for the re-
evaluation of the Sino-Japanese conflict in recent Chinese war films.218 As I have already 
pointed  out  several  times,  what  further  analyses  will  also  need  to  bear  in  mind  is  the 
importance of not only focusing on the filmic production of one single country; to my mind,  
more comparative studies should be conducted. Particularly in the East Asian context a lack of 
comparative  studies  can  be observed,  as  most  scholars  seem to  focus  solely on Chinese, 
Japanese  or  Korean  cultural  productions.  Unfortunately,  factors  such  as  language  do,  of 
course,  contribute  to  this  fact,  especially  when  dealing  with  older  filmic  material  which 
mostly lacks subtitles in western languages. Cooperations of scientists in the field of cultural 
studies etc. for instance, should be encouraged to further pursue the topic of wars (including 
the Pacific War) remembered in films, as more analyses in the context of global studies will 
certainly bring further revealing insights and findings as far as myth-constructing in global 
contexts is concerned. This thesis has sought to make a contribution to such an enterprise.
218For more details, see Zhang, Yu 张煜: „Xinzuo pingyi: Nanjing! Nanjing! 新作评议: 南京！南京 ” ！ in 
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Schlüsselwörter: kulturelles Gedächtnis, Medien in der Geschichtswissenschaft,  Fotografie, 
Krieg im Film, Kriegsfilm, Held und Propaganda im Kriegsfilm, USA, China, Japan, Zweiter 
Weltkrieg, Pazifikkrieg, Sino-Japanischer Krieg,  Sands of Iwo Jima,  Flags of Our Fathers, 
Letters from Iwo Jima, Tunnel War, Devils on the Doorstep
Die  vorliegende  Arbeit  beschäftigt  sich  auf  mehreren  Ebenen  mit  der 
geschichtswissenschaftlichen Auseinandersetzung von Krieg im Film. Der theoretische Teil, 
der  Diskussionen  zum kulturellen  Gedächtnis,  von unterschiedlichen Medien  –  vor  allem 
Fotografie und Film - und deren Nutzen als historische Quellen, und eine kurze Einführung in 
die  aktuelle  Auseinandersetzung  mit  Propaganda(theorien)  beinhaltet,  wird  durch  einige 
Fallbeispiele ergänzt. Anhand einer Beispielanalyse die Fotografie  Raising the Flag on Iwo 
Jima  betreffend  soll  vorab  verdeutlicht  werden,  welche  Rolle  Medien  in  der  nationalen 
Mythenbildung spielen. 
Der zweite, analytische Teil verbindet historische Filmanalysen von drei US-amerikanischen 
und  zwei  chinesischen  Filmen  mit  einer  Diskussion  rund  um  die  (möglichen)  aktuellen 
internationalen Veränderungen das Kriegsfilmgenre betreffend. Um Veränderungen effizienter 
herausarbeiten zu können, wird ein Vergleich von älteren Kriegsfilmen mit Filmen aus dem 
neuen Millennium angestellt.  Es  wird dabei  vorrangig darauf  eingegangen,  wie und,  falls 
feststellbar, warum vor allem die Heldenfigur und die Darstellung des Feindes in aktuelleren 
Kriegsfilmen  einem  Wandel  unterzogen  wurde  und  welche  Auswirkungen  dies  auf  das 
kulturelle und historische Gedächtnis haben könnte. Die Frage nach grenzüberschreitenden 
Gemeinsamkeiten in Kriegsfilmen und ob von einer neuen Generation von Kriegsfilmen die 
Rede sein kann wird ebenfalls gestellt. 
144
b) 
Keywords: cultural memory, media in the study of history, photography, war in film, war film, 
hero and propaganda in war films,  USA, China,  Japan, World War II,  Pacific  War,  Sino-
Japanese War, Sands of Iwo Jima, Flags of Our Fathers, Letters from Iwo Jima, Tunnel War, 
Devils on the Doorstep
This thesis deals with several considerations of how media, and war films in particular, can be 
of use in the study of history. It comprises two parts: the first is dedicated to theoretical issues, 
while the second is dedicated to film analysis. The theoretical part of this thesis considers 
ideas concerning cultural and historical memory with respect to media (primarily photography 
and films)  before moving on to look at  how historians can work with war films.  A brief 
introduction  to  some  recent  findings  in  the  field  of  iconography,  myth-construction  and 
propaganda is given. To clarify the theoretical bases, a detailed description of the scheme for 
the subsequent film analyses as well as a short discussion of the photography entitled Raising 
the Flag on Iwo Jima prepare the reader for the second part, which is the more practical film 
analysis from a historical point of view.
In the second part  of the thesis,  three American and two Chinese films will  be analysed. 
Several key questions will be raised, including those related to the history and evolution of the 
war film as a genre (by means of a comparison of older and more recent productions), the 
construction and deconstruction of the hero, the representation of enemies, propaganda and 
how it is channelled to audiences via the films, the (de-)construction of historical myth and 
the  potential  consequences  for  cultural  memory.  The  comparison  of  films  from different 
cultural  contexts  aims  to  show  that  as  a  genre,  war  films  follow  the  same  historical 
conventions and do not differ in their essential characteristics. Thus, one can speak of the war 
film  as  a  universal  film  genre.  Finally,  based  upon  the  films  analysed  here,  the  thesis 
concludes with a consideration of whether the war film has made any new developments that 
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